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Indian cinema of today has undergone vast changes over the past few years. 
Contemporary Indian cinema is now attempting to delve into controversial topics such 
as lesbianism in a bid to keep at par with the forces of globalization in the 
subcontinent. Indian society, however, remains largely conservative and it is still 
considered taboo to talk openly about female sexuality, regardless of its form of 
manifestation. In order to overcome this societal taboo, a more active exploration of 
lesbianism has been done in five transnational Indian films, alongside one Bollywood 
film and a regional (Malayalam) film.  
This thesis argues that the portrayal of lesbian women in these films is not 
geared towards any acceptance of alternative sexuality. Instead, the portrayals serve to 
reinforce negative stereotypes associated with lesbianism within the conservative 
Indian societal norm. An exception to this is the regional Malayalam film which 
successfully tries to bring forth a positive model for discussing and depicting 
lesbianism in an Indian societal context. 
To illustrate my argument, a corpus of seven films from the years 1996 to 2008 
will be analyzed. These Indian films, till date, are the only ones that talk about 
lesbianism explicitly. The five transnational Indian films are Fire, Chutney Popcorn, 
Nina’s Heavenly Delights, I Can’t Think Straight and The World Unseen. The 
Bollywood film is Girlfriend and the Malayalam film is Sancharram or The Journey. 
A brief introduction of the genres of transnational, Bollywood and regional films will 
be given in the introductory chapter, as well as a brief history of lesbianism in Indian 
to situate the films in a historical and socio-cultural context. 
 v 
 
Chapter One and Two will engage in a close-reading of the films to bring out 
certain common themes and issues. Chapter One will analyze the five transnational 
films as these films are produced out of India. Chapter Two will analyze the 
Bollywood and regional films as these films are produced in India. 
The theoretical framework has been narrowed down to queer theory and 
feminist film theory to focus on how the depiction of lesbianism in the films reinforces 
negative stereotypes. The main issues and themes of the male gaze, cinema portraying 
an ideological view of reality, racial differences, the history of sexuality, generic 
differences between the seven films and the resultant impact on the depiction of 
lesbianism, and performativity, have been contextualized within this theoretical 
framework and will be discussed in the third chapter. 
The concluding chapter wraps up the thesis by offering possible future 
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The Issue of Lesbianism in Contemporary Indian Films: A Comparative 
Study of Transnational, Bollywood and Regional Films 
 
Introduction 
Contemporary Indian cinema has undergone substantial changes over the 
last couple of decades. In trying to keep at par with the forces of modernisation that 
are taking India by storm, some Indian film directors have attempted to deviate 
from the run of the mill romantic movies to try and delve into controversial and 
even taboo topics such as homosexuality. Within the realm of homosexuality, 
lesbianism and not male homosexuality, has been the primary focus. Films dealing 
solely with male homosexuality are mostly available as art-house productions in 
Indian cinema. The issue, however, has not been given serious screen space in 
mainstream films.  A Bollywood film released in the year 2008, titled Dostana 
(Friendship), hinted at a gay relationship but the effect was one of mockery rather 
than an effort to allay negative stereotypes that surround the gay community in 
general in India or abroad.  
In making films that deal with female sexuality and lesbianism explicitly, 
there appears to be an active assertion that Indian society at large has matured and 
is ready to face such sensitive and even possibly problematic issues. However, 
Indian society is largely conservative and the films dealing with the subject of 
lesbianism, centring on the problem of female sexuality, are in reality being made 
for  a society where it is still deemed taboo to talk about female sexuality openly, 
let alone expose the issue on the big screen. 
In an attempt to circumvent this societal taboo, a more active exploration of 
this subject has been done in transnational Indian films. These films are hybrid 
films that straddle two dominant genres of cinema, namely Hollywood and 
Bollywood. Their dialogues are mainly in English, an indication of the intended 
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target audience, namely those educated in the language within India as well as the 
Indian diaspora outside of India, and also those who are not necessarily of Indian 
origin. The directors of these films are of Indian origin but settled outside of India 
in countries such as Canada, the United States of America and the United 
Kingdom. The films, however, are still very much situated and work within the 
mainstream Indian society and its film industry. This point will be further 
elaborated in the section detailing transnational films within the introduction. 
In this thesis, I will argue that these transnational Indian films, at one level, 
try very hard to tackle the issue of lesbianism in a manner that would be acceptable 
to both the Indian audiences and audiences at the global level. However, from 
another perspective, the portrayal of lesbian women in these films serves to 
reinforce the negative stereotypes associated with lesbianism within the 
conservative Indian societal norm. At this point, it is important to note that the 
flaws of a particular society are being exposed, and in so doing, one can argue that 
a positive approach to lesbianism can be achieved without necessarily 
strengthening the homophobic core social structure. In this study, I will show that 
these portrayals actually do serve to strengthen the homophobic notions of Indian 
society. Thus, the claimed original attempt to induce a change in perception about 
lesbianism and portray a mature society ready to deal with this issue, backfires. In 
actuality, it further weakens the acceptance of alternate sexuality within Indian 
society as well as the global Indian diaspora which still embodies Indian cultural 
norms and values.  
The transnational Indian films that will be discussed in the thesis are (i) 
Fire (1996), (ii) Chutney Popcorn (1999), (iii) Nina’s Heavenly Delights (2006), 
(iv) I Can’t Think Straight (2008) and (v) The World Unseen (2008). 
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Bollywood, till today, has only one commercial mainstream film on 
lesbianism, Girlfriend (2004), shown primarily in India. This Bollywood film will 
be compared to the transnational films and evidence garnered to show that all the 
films in question (i.e. transnational and pure Bollywood) are aligned in espousing 
the dominant ideology of heteronormativity, rendering homosexuality a western 
import that taints the Indian culture. 
Since it retains a very Bollywood feel in its films, transnational Indian 
cinema is sometimes grouped under the category of Bollywood cinema and not 
separately. This portrays the dominance of Bollywood cinema, its popularized 
stereotyped images and mass commercialization of its movies that the world is 
familiar with.  All other films that are made regionally (outside Bollywood) in 
India have not been given their due recognition. One regional film that has been 
very successful in bringing forth a positive model for discussing lesbianism is a 
Malayalam film titled, The Journey (2004). This film is able to portray lesbianism 
in a positive light even while localising the film to the Indian social context. It tries 
to negotiate the tensions between the homophobic Indian society, western 
constructions of homosexuality (portrayed in the transnational Indian films) and a 
more positive portrayal of lesbians in India.  
Choice of topic and film texts 
In Indian cinema, particularly Hindi cinema, female (homo)sexuality as a 
topic for serious discussion has always been swept under the carpet. Deepa Mehta’s 
film Fire, released in the year 1996, was the pioneering film that gave serious 
screen space to the issue of female homosexuality. Following in Mehta’s footsteps, 
many film directors have subsequently made films that centre solely on this issue. 
The seven films that I have chosen for my thesis span the years 1996 to 2008, 
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covering the entire spectrum of films that have been made on the topic of 
lesbianism to date. These films warrant attention not only because they highlight a 
taboo issue in Indian society, but also because for the first time, the taboo of 
lesbianism was lifted outside of the sphere of “art cinema”, where predominantly 
films on male homosexuality existed, but none on lesbianism. Female same-sex 
desire, from being denied altogether, was slowly starting to emerge on the silver 
screen. 
A brief overview of the three different categories of films—transnational, 
Bollywood and regional—will be given in the paragraphs that follow for purposes 
of definition as they will be used in the thesis. 
My position as a researcher 
It is important to outline my position and interest in this research project as 
a researcher. I am an Indian female who has travelled outside of Singapore and 
India and I have seen the international gay cultures and communities. The various 
cultural differences and different attitudes towards people of the gay community—
in particular the representation of lesbians in India—developed an interest in me to 
work on this issue. The decision to work on films on this issue came about because 
the films have been broiled in political protests and controversies in India. Female 
homosexuality in India has its roots in Indian culture and history but this has been 
vehemently denied. The research done for this thesis is an attempt to add to the 
existing debates and existing work on this topic in the more recent times. 
Transnational Indian films 
Transnational Indian films, as mentioned earlier, are films that are situated 
in-between the dominant cinematic genres of Hollywood and Bollywood. The star 
cast of these films are names usually familiar in the Bollywood industry and 
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“Bollywood conventions are reflected in the aesthetic forms and narrative 
structures in a variety of [these] films” (Desai, 42). Transnational Indian films also 
“feature Bollywood music both as background music as well as part of the 
narrative structure” (Desai, 42). In terms of the distribution of these films, 
transnational Indian film producers and directors “have employed the networks of 
distribution that circulate Indian films” (Desai, 42). The films then, although made 
by diasporic filmmakers, are still very much situated and work within the 
mainstream Indian society and its film industry, particularly in their reference to 
India as a homeland that has been left behind. The directors of these films also 
“pursue the possibility of maximum exposure within India for their films 
attempting to simultaneously locate them...in relation to Indian cinemas” (Desai, 
42) as well as cinemas of their Western home countries. It is important to note here 
that even films which are made independently depend "on the dominant film 
industry from production through distribution" (Desai, 202).   
An important point about these films is that although they are made by 
Indian directors with a predominantly Indian star cast, their dialogues are in 
English. The English dialogues not only eliminate the problems that would have 
occurred during translation had the dialogues been in any of the Indian languages 
but also are indicative of the audiences that these films are trying to reach out to: 
the English educated Indians and a more global audience not necessarily societally 
situated in India. The cultural baggage that these taboo topics carry with them in 
their own linguistic contexts will be discussed in Chapter Three of this thesis. 
Bollywood 
Bollywood cinema is the mainstream Hindi language cinema from the city 
of Bombay (now known as Mumbai) in India. The term Bollywood is a conflation 
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of two words, ‘Bombay’ and ‘Hollywood’. In recent years, Bollywood films have 
gained a currency like never before. So what has happened that Bollywood films 
acquire an international appeal? According to Derek Bose, the answer 
lies in the reasons a sizzling number like ‘Chumma Chumma’ from 
China Gate (1998) gets transposed in a mainstream Hollywood film, 
Moulin Rouge (2001) or say, Andrew Lloyd Webber makes a song 
and dance out of Bollywood’s extravagant cinematic traditions in 
Bombay Dreams (2002). ...Much as the Gurinder Chadha’s (Bride 
and Prejudice) and the Deepa Mehta’s (Water) make films ‘with an 
Indian soul in a foreign body’, the anxiety to reach out to a global 
audience at all levels cannot be overlooked. As any industry watcher 
will point out, never before has there been such a worldwide 
awakening towards Bollywood cinema and cross-fertilisation of film 
ideas and talent from the subcontinent. In effect, mainstream Hindi 
film-makers are beginning to realise that it is possible to 
intelligently design films that are viable both locally and 
internationally. (13) 
 
Bollywood films have been known to incorporate clichéd “songs and dances, star-
crossed lovers, ostentatious celebrations of glamour and spectacle, lost and found 
brothers, convenient coincidences and happy endings” (Bose, 11). However, with 
the films gaining worldwide popularity, and the rise of English-speaking middle-
class Indians who demand more than just clichéd stereotypes to keep them 
sufficiently entertained, Bollywood films are now increasingly exploring 
unchartered territories. Genres such as Film Noir, termed casually as Mumbai Noir 
in Hindi cinema, realism and adaptations of classic literary works such William 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth and Othello (Vishal Bharadwaj’s Maqbool and Omkara 
respectively) and Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (Ram Gopal Verma’s Nishabd) are 
fast gaining precedence over stereotypical plots and storylines. Girlfriend, the 
movie on lesbianism to be discussed in this thesis, is one such attempt to 





The term ‘Bollywood’ is sometimes used incorrectly to imply an 
overarching term for Indian cinema as a whole. In reality, apart from the 
Bollywood film industry, regional Indian film industries exist as well. India is 
home to a large number of regions and languages, where several of them support 
their own film industry in their vernacular languages. The most common regional 
Indian film industries include Bengali, Tamil, Malayalam, Kannada, Marathi, and 
Punjabi cinema. These regional cinemas differ greatly from Bollywood cinema in 
terms of scale of production, profits garnered and the intellectual feel of a movie. 
Tamil cinema is perhaps the only regional cinema which comes close to Bollywood 
with regards to formulaic conventions, scale of production and profits generated 
from its films. For example, the 2007 box office hit Sivaji: The Boss, directed by S. 
Shankar, is touted to be the most expensive Indian film ever made at the time of its 
release.  
The Malayalam film to be discussed in this thesis, The Journey, or 
Sancharram in Malayalam, is an example of a regional Indian film made in the 
Indian state of Kerala. Malayalam movies are considered to be more realistic than 
Bollywood films due to their content. However, Malayalam cinema also has the 
tradition of commercial films to draw the masses in order to generate profits but 
these commercial films are not productions on a big scale such as Bollywood. 
Theoretical background 
The seven films to be discussed in this thesis will be analysed through the 
lens of queer theory and feminist film theory. Queer theory will be extrapolated in 
detail in the following paragraphs. Feminist film theory will be outlined in detail in 
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Chapter Three, incorporating the major themes and issues of the seven films and 
these films are discussed with feminist film theory as the background. 
According to Annamarie Jagose, queer theory is "an umbrella term for a 
coalition of culturally marginal sexual self-identifications and at other times to 
describe a nascent theoretical model which has developed out of more traditional 
lesbian and gay studies" (1). Queer theory is not only about the merging together of 
lesbian and gay studies, but it is also about examining and investigating the 
heterosexual hegemony and patriarchy that is assumed to be natural and therefore 
unquestionable. Such assumptions allow heteronormativity to be institutionalised 
and incorporated ideologically into daily life, ultimately becoming an acceptable 
norm that marginalises other sexualities that do not fall under the neat model of 
heterosexism. It is important to note here that the concepts heterosexuality and 
patriarchy are intimately linked to each other. Chrys Ingraham defines 
heterosexuality as “a normalized power arrangement that limits options and 
privileges men over women and reinforces and naturalizes male dominance” (my 
emphasis, 74), illustrating the complex relationship between heterosexuality and 
patriarchy.  
Queer theory asserts that normative categorizations of gender and sexuality 
are socially constructed. For example, binaries such as man/woman, 
heterosexual/homosexual, masculine/feminine, etc. Such constructions are 
essentialist (i.e. something that is biologically predetermined and has 
transcendental moral truth in it) and “designate an unequal social and political 
power relation” (Seldon, Widdowson and Brooker, 244) between all the categories 
of gender and sexuality. Adrienne Rich’s essay “Compulsory Heterosexuality and 
Lesbian Existence” gives wide circulation to the concept of ‘compulsory 
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heterosexuality’ which challenges the taken-for-granted discourse and ideological 
construct of heterosexuality that serves to oppress lesbians particularly.  Rich 
asserts this persuasively when she says that “[o]ne of the many means of 
[heterosexual] enforcement is, of course, the rendering invisible of the lesbian 
possibility, an engulfed continent which rises fragmentedly into view from time to 
time only to become submerged again” (220). The double-whammy for lesbians 
becomes apparent in this statement: lesbians are not just women, but they are 
women who desire other women, negating male sexual desire completely, and 
therefore are rendered invisible. 
Queer theory has been influenced by a number of other theories, scholars 
and activist movements. Gay and lesbian theories, feminist theory and 
subsequently lesbian feminism have all contributed heavily to the corpus of queer 
theory. It will not be possible to do full justice to each and every contribution to 
queer theory due to the word limit of the thesis. However, the following paragraphs 
will cover the major influential theorists on this still new and emerging corpus of 
theory.  
The term queer theory was first coined by feminist film critic Teresa de 
Lauretis in her influential essay "Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities", 
published in the year 1991 in a journal titled differences (Origins of Queer Theory, 
Web source). Queer theory, according to de Lauretis, “was arrived at in the effort 
to avoid all of these [lesbian and gay] fine distinctions in our discursive protocols, 
not to adhere to any one of the given terms, not to assume their ideological 
liabilities, but instead to both transgress and transcend them—or at the very least 
problematize them” (v). Specifically, de Lauretis’s aim for coining the term ‘queer 
theory’ was to address the “continuing failure of representation [and] enduring 
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silence on the specificity of lesbianism in the contemporary “gay and lesbian” 
discourse” (vii).  
One very important point that de Lauretis makes in her essay, relevant to 
this thesis, is regarding “the discursive constructions and constructed silences 
around the relations of race to identity and subjectivity in the practices of 
homosexualities and the representations of same-sex desire” (viii). The issues of 
race, ethnicity, class and geographical differences have not been sufficiently 
addressed in lesbian and gay theories to date. In this context, it has to be kept in 
mind that the concerns of a (Caucasian) upper-class lesbian will be quite different 
to the concerns of (in this case) a/n (Indian) lesbian. To add to this difference is the 
geographical component, where Caucasian lesbians within western countries differ 
just as Indian lesbians who reside in western countries differ to those who reside in 
the Indian subcontinent. These differences will be explored in this thesis in the 
interracial relationships of the lesbians in the transnational Indian films, an area 
which is shrouded in silence once again with regards to same-sex desire. 
De Lauretis, however, abandoned the term three years after coining it1
Michel Foucault's The History of Sexuality: Volume One has been an 
influential force for queer theory. Though he does not specifically use the term 
'queer',  Foucault's explication on the "multiple operations of power and...the 
problematics of defining homosexuality within discourse and history" (Selden, 
Widdowson, and Brooker, 245) set the groundwork for queer theory to develop in 
, 
stating that the term 'Queer' "has been co-opted by those mainstream forces and 
institutions it was designed to resist" (Thurer,99). 
                                                          
1 Some theorists, such as David Halperin, are already suggesting that queer theory’s moment had 
passed and that queer politics may, by now, have outlived its political usefulness. 
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the next two decades after his work was published in 1976. For example, Foucault 
says of homosexuality and the homosexual that 
the psychological, psychiatric, medical category of homosexuality 
was constituted from the moment it was characterized...less by a 
type of sexual relations than by a certain quality of sexual 
sensibility, a certain way of inverting the masculine and the 
feminine in oneself. Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of 
sexuality when it was transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a 
kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the soul. The 
sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now 
a species. (43)      
 
According to Foucault, the modern concept of homosexuality has arisen from the 
various discourses on it in different (medical) fields. Prior to this conceptualisation, 
sex between two men was just sodomy, independent of the connotations of a 
person's identity as a homosexual. The nineteenth century, however, saw the 
emergence of the homosexual as "a personage, a past, a case history, and a 
childhood, in addition to being a type of life...Nothing that went into his total 
composition was unaffected by his sexuality" (Foucault, 43). Sexuality then 
becomes a fundamental aspect of a person's identity. Foucault's underlying premise 
throughout The History of Sexuality is that sexuality is socially constructed through 
the various discourses that take place so that power can be built up hierarchically, 
and how ultimately sexuality is used in these power hierarchies to ascertain the 
acceptable and differentiate this from the deviant.  
Foucault, however, also argues that power is not necessarily a negative 
force. Power can also be seen as a productive force in the sense that it allows a 
group of individuals to realise their identity and come together to give themselves a 
collective voice—in this case, the homosexuals. Homosexual desire then was “no 
longer an unfortunate contingency of nature or fate; it was the positive basis of a 
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sexual and, increasingly, social, identity” (Weeks, Sexuality and its discontents, 
50).  
Apart from his explication on homosexuality, Foucault also identifies other 
areas which were affected by discourses on sexuality. The two areas which are 
most relevant for this thesis are the sexualisation of the bodies of women, and the 
importance of sexuality for the purposes of reproduction, where the sexuality of 
adults becomes an object of scrutiny to eliminate all forms of other desires that 
were considered deviant and unacceptable. These two areas are of particular 
importance where heterosexuality is concerned in relation to hegemonic discourse. 
Foucault’s work still retains currency for analyzing “social relations [as] 
inescapably the effect of language and the ceaseless workings of power, and there 
can be neither any escape from discourse nor any ending of power” (Weeks, 
Making Sexual History, 120). Foucault rids sexuality of the notions of essentialism 
and gives it a constructivist approach, where sexuality and sexual identities are the 
result of social constructs and discourses. 
Feminist theory has also contributed influentially towards queer theory. 
Apart from theorists such as Adrienne Rich, it is Judith Butler’s work that has 
gained ascendancy in queer theory. Butler’s concept of performativity of gender 
has proved crucial to feminists and queer theorists alike.  In her essay 
“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory”, Butler writes that 
gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which 
various acts proceede; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted 
in time—an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts. 
Further, gender is instituted through the stylization of the body and, 
hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily 
gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds constitute the 
illusion of an abiding gendered self. ...gender identity is a 
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performative accomplishment compelled by social sanction and 
taboo. (270-271) 
 
According to Butler, the “stylized repetition of acts” (270) are bodily acts, 
movements and gestures that are granted social approval, and are socially and 
politically policed in keeping with the “system of compulsory heterosexuality” 
(275). Through this, gender is then “tenuously constituted in time” (270), which 
gives gender the illusion of being a stable entity, with “ ‘natural’ appearances and 
‘natural’ heterosexual dispositions” (275). 
Gender as performative and as a performance then reveals the fictional 
construct of different categories of identity, which arise due to different discourses 
and regimes of power. These identity categories are fictional in the sense that “they 
do not pre-exist the regimes of power/knowledge but are performative products of 
them. They are performative in the sense that the categories themselves produce the 
identity they are deemed to be simply representing” (Jagger, 17). Hence, there is no 
notion of some kind of an internal essence or nature that dictates one’s gender or 
identity. 
Butler later writes in her book Gender Trouble that her main aim is to ask 
“how do non-normative sexual practices call into question the stability of gender as 
a category of analysis” (xi) and how “one is a woman, according to this framework, 
to the extent that one functions as one within the dominant heterosexual frame and 
to call the frame into question is perhaps to lose something of one’s sense of place 
in gender” (xi). Here, it is important to note that for Butler, gender’s “very 
character as performative [has in it] the possibility of contesting its reified status” 
(“Performative Acts”, 271). When normative categories of gender are 
deconstructed, this paves the way for lesbian and gay subject-positions to be 
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legitimized (Jagose, 83). Butler particularly focuses on drag as a performance that 
subverts gender norms. In Gender Trouble, she says of drag that 
As much as drag creates a unified picture of “woman” (what its 
critics often oppose), it also reveals the distinctness of those aspects 
of gendered experience which are falsely naturalized as a unity 
through the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence. In 
imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of 
gender itself—as well as its contingency. (original emphasis, 187) 
 
However, in her later book, Bodies That Matter, Butler emphasizes that 
“performativity is neither free play nor theatrical self-presentation; nor can it be 
simply equated with performance” (quoted in Jagose, 87). Butler highlights her 
point here that gender performativity, unlike clothing, cannot be put on and 
discarded at a person’s will. 
Queer theory has its fair share of criticism. Since queer theory deconstructs 
and disrupts fixed entities and categorizations of gender and identity, it has been 
argued that queer theory is “explicitly oppositional to feminism, especially 
lesbianism and radical feminism [and] as a consequence, the development and 
increasing proliferation of queer theory is seen as posing a threat to both 
lesbian/feminist theory and politics and to the lesbian/feminist subject” 
(Richardson, 34). This particular criticism of queer theory is seen to be valid even 
today because, in deconstructing identity, it makes political action and social 
activism difficult since “people determinedly unsure of who and what they are do 
not make a powerful revolutionary force” (Jeffreys, 39). Sheila Jeffreys, however, 
points to a hopeful future where heterosexuality (as a political institution) will be 
decentred and the possibilities and avenues open to women will be different from 
what they are now (39). Queer theory’s political inefficacy has led other theorists, 
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particularly feminists and lesbian feminists, to label it as an elitist enterprise that 
can only sustain itself in the ivory towers of academia. 
Another criticism fired at queer theory is that the approach it takes towards 
the two genders—masculine and feminine—inevitably ends up reproducing these 
two dominant genders rather than engaging in the “feminist project of the 
elimination of gender, thereby helping to maintain the currency of gender” 
(Jeffreys, 44). This becomes an inherent problem in queer theory especially for 
lesbian feminists who seek to break away from the normative modes of male 
domination and female subordination.   
The queer theory explicated so far in this chapter will be used to critique the 
ideological discourses, perspectives and assumptions underlying the cinematic 
representations in the films. It will be used to show how hegemonic discourses on 
gender and sexuality bring about negative stereotypes and a fear of the Other, 
where the Other can be defined as anything that deviates from the status quo. This 
theoretical framework in itself has shortcomings, detailed in Chapter Three, 
particularly in reference to Foucault and Butler. 
At this point, it is prudent to note that the queer theory explicated so far has 
its foundations in Western thought and philosophy. Keeping in mind that this thesis 
deals specifically with the issue of lesbianism in Indian films, a Eurocentric model 
of queer theory may not be sufficient for the intended analysis of the seven films in 
this thesis. Attention has to be paid to the parallel gay/lesbian and queer theories 
arising from the other side of the planet. Theoretical works by scholars such as Giti 
Thadani, Ruth Vanita, Gayatri Gopinath and Suparna Bhaskaran, among many 
others, have contributed to the corpus of queer theory in India. Cultural 
specificities, race, class and ethnicity differentials as well as the history of 
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homosexuality in India—which is distinctly different from the history of 
homosexuality given by theorists such as Michel Foucault and Jeffery Weeks—all 
have to be taken into account. These accounts differ substantially from Western 
accounts of homosexuality and the rise of queer theory in Western academia, 
although the influence of these Western theorists cannot be ignored.  
The next section will give a brief history of lesbianism in India in order to 
historically, socio-politically and culturally contextualize the films. 
A brief history of lesbianism in India 
Unlike the history of homosexuality in Western scholarly literature, which 
predominantly focuses on the male aspect of homosexuality, Indian scholarly 
literature has slowly seen a rise of accounts of the history of lesbianism in India in 
its print literature. Author Giti Thadani quotes A. L. Basham in her book Sakhiyani 
that “...ancient India was far healthier than most ancient cultures” (4) because of 
pre-patriarchal traditions characterized by “gynefocal traditions, feminine 
genealogies, unconsorted dual and multiple feminine divinities” (13). There have 
been many temples in ancient India devoted to feminine iconography and yonic 
symbols, for example the then existing 64-yogini temples which had central open 
spaces as an expression of the “adya Shakti” or the primal energy. Ancient visual 
depictions of certain traditions and myths have, in certain instances, openly 
illustrated lesbian depictions or females deriving pleasure from each other. 
Depictions of such scenes are carved out in the Khajuraho temples in India, 
although it has to be acknowledged that these depictions are both homosexual and 
heterosexual in nature. Paintings or drawings sometimes have had explicit lesbian 
depictions of “Radha’s sakhis erotically playing together in water” (Thadani, 72). 
There was also the rise of Shaktism in ancient India, where the unconsorted 
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goddess traditions were marked by “philosophies and motifs found in the 
earlier...gynefocal traditions...[and there was also] the development of the Kali 
spectrum of goddesses” (Thadani, 13) which established the philosophies of gender 
fluidity. 
Texts apart from the Rig Ved, which contains much of the work done 
during the Vedic period, and is generally understood as being a homogenous block 
representing various forms of patriarchal cosmology and mythology, talk about 
there being a presence of Shaktic texts that refer to the feminine genealogies and 
develop them from different aspects. The aforementioned examples then suggest 
that there existed elaborate gynefocal continuums which were far removed from the 
present day hetero-normative patriarchal traditions. Female sexuality in ancient 
India had more opportunities for expression and existence than in the present day 
situation. 
It has to be noted that ‘prior to late-nineteenth-century European 
sexologists’ and psychologists’ invention of labelled identity categories such as 
invert, homosexual, lesbian and heterosexual, inchoate sexualities and sexual 
behaviours existed but were not perceived or named as defining individuals, groups 
or relationships” (Vanita, 1). This is an idea Foucault explicated at length in The 
History of Sexuality, that it is only through the modern concept of homosexuality 
that the identity of a homosexual person is established. However, the terms ‘gay’ 
and ‘lesbian’ have been adopted by many people living in India not only for 
identity purposes, but also because these terms carry with them some form of 
political viability for purposes of civil rights movements especially in urban India 
(Vanita, 5). For example, since the year 2004, civil rights movements gained 
greater visibility to change the Indian Penal Code 377 to decriminalize 
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homosexuality. In the year 2009, the petitions from various groups were successful 
and the penal code was amended. This is explained in the later paragraphs which 
discuss the current state of homosexuality in India. 
It is difficult to pinpoint an exact time period when the destruction of the 
gynefocal traditions took place and the establishment of the patriarchal tradition 
began. However, there seems to be a general consensus that a deep entrenchment of 
patriarchal tradition occurred once the Rig Ved was consolidated and the Laws of 
Manu came about. It is generally agreed upon by scholars that the Laws of Manu 
were written between 200 BCE 200 CE. and Giti Thadani writes that  
[m]any parts of the Rig Ved have been deprived, appropriated and 
manipulated from the earlier feminine cosmogonies and function as 
a palimpsest. What makes the ten volumes of the Rig Ved 
fascinating is that in its present form, it is a testimony to the period 
which is marked by the shift from the earlier feminine cosmo-social 
matrixes to the establishment of perhaps the first patriarchy. (18) 
 
Following this, the consolidation of patriarchal ideology became established later 
in the Laws of Manu. Thadani writes that in the eighth chapter of the Laws of 
Manu, it is clearly stated that the heterosexual family is the only permissible mode 
of kinship, and it is also within this chapter that the laws against lesbian sexuality 
are mentioned and that they could not be expiated (53). These laws have a distinct 
contrast to the laws against male homosexuality, which are only cursorily 
mentioned. What is significant is that the laws against male homosexuality can be 
expiated and the male is also allowed an opportunity to repent, whereas the female 
is not allowed to do so. In summary, the Rig Ved and Laws of Manu introduced a 
complex system of taboos, where the woman and her sexuality become objects of 
exchange between men, and in so doing, women could not actively initiate any 
form of desire. 
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Patriarchy became even more firmly entrenched in Indian society with the 
advent of colonialism. Colonialism, in particular, is considered a pivotal point 
because of the introduction of the antisodomy law , or Section 377 of the Indian 
Penal Code (Bhaskaran, 15).  By the year 1833, chaired by Lord Macaulay, “a 
series of law commissions...met to codify a uniform criminal and civil law for the 
whole of India” (Bhaskaran, 19). The binary notions of the East and the West 
slowly started emerging and “women were made into the regulatory site of 
tradition and the management of sexuality was essential” (Thadani, 68). Thus 
masculinisation of female iconography began to take place, the eroticism of Radha 
and her sakhis was subsumed under the foregrounding of the great heterosexual 
love between Radha and Krishna, and alternative texts which mention female 
sexuality, and their writers, have been completely ignored when creating a canon 
for the Indian literary tradition. 
The Western construct is conveyed through images of educated but morally 
suspect women who actively court desire as opposed to the Eastern construct where 
women are chaste, spiritual and self-sacrificing. This East/West binary, from the 
time of colonisation till today, has led to the proclamation of specifically female 
homosexuality as the foreign “other” to India in a bid to construct an Indian 
tradition separate from their colonizers. As a result of the rendering of 
homosexuality as foreign, there is an “entire ideological presupposition of history 
or tradition as a closed system, as if one were dealing with closed static structures 
where change could only come from the outside—as pollution” (Thadani, 6). This 
binary notion of the East versus West will be further elaborated in the sections 
discussing the transnational Indian films. 
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This brief history of female homosexuality or lesbianism foregrounds the 
fact that lesbianism has always been present in Indian society in its myriad 
manifestations, although the term ‘lesbian’ may not have carried the same 
meanings as it does in today’s context. The historical background also illustrates 
that dissent and strong denial where lesbianism is concerned is testament to the 
deep entrenchment of hetero-normative patriarchal ideology that renders invisible 
anything that becomes a threat to the smooth workings of this ideology. Also, a 
denial of such a history only makes available to the Indian lesbian a framework of 
identification that has emerged specifically from the West.  
Current status of homosexuality in India 
The 150-year-old colonial law that criminalized all forms of sex “other than 
heterosexual penile-vaginal” (“Delhi High Court Statement”, 3) sex—Section 377 
of the Indian Penal Code—was finally amended on 2nd July 2009. India officially 
became the 127th country in the world to decriminalize homosexuality. As an ex-
colonial entity, India chose to cling on to this law even though UK had abolished it 
40 years ago. Prior to the Delhi High Court issuing an official statement on 
decriminalizing homosexuality, the first public gay parade on the streets was held 
simultaneously in three cities in India, Delhi, Bangalore and Kolkata, on 29th June 
2009, “the first such national event in [the] conservative country” (The Economist, 
Web source). The Indian gay rights movement put up a united front after Mehta’s 
movie Fire was banned in 1996, following violent protests and outright 
discrimination against homosexuals by the Hindu fundamentalists involved in 
different political parties. It is important to note here that the Supreme Court is in 
Delhi—the administrative province of India—and hence all major legal decisions 
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are made in Delhi. These decisions, however, are applicable throughout India’s 
other regions and cities. 
Even though legally, homosexuality has been decriminalized in India, 
religious and political leaders “across the spectrum invoked the ‘will of God’ to 
claim that the ruling would lead to the ‘ruination’ of society and family values” 
(The Times of India, Web source). According to a report in the newspaper The 
Times of India, Indian society at large still strongly disapproves of homosexuality 
and many people consider it ‘unnatural’ and they inevitably fall back on the ‘Evil 
West’ argument, that homosexuality is a Western import, a foreign Other to India 
and that at best, it is a disease. 
Division of chapters 
This thesis will be divided into three main chapters: Analysis of the 
transnational Indian films: Fire, Chutney Popcorn, Nina’s Heavenly Delights, I 
Can’t Think Straight and The World Unseen, Analysis of the Bollywood and 
regional films: Girlfriend and The Journey/Sancharram, and Discussion of the 
seven films. These three chapters will be followed by a concluding chapter. 
The first chapter analysing the transnational Indian films will analyse five 
films, Fire, Chutney Popcorn, Nina’s Heavenly Delights, I Can’t Think Straight 
and The World Unseen. These films are discussed together in this chapter because 
they are produced out of India. In this chapter, a close reading is done of the films 
and some of the issues that arise are racialized notions of desire on screen, an 
unquestioning relationship with western notions of homosexuality, political 
reactions to these films in India and a progression of how this issue has been 
handled on screen over the years. These issues will be discussed in depth in 
Chapter Three with feminist film theory as a background. 
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The second chapter on Bollywood and regional films will analyse two 
films, Girlfriend and The Journey. These two films are discussed in this chapter 
because they are produced in India. A close reading of the films is done and the 
two films, when juxtaposed together, will try to negotiate the tensions between the 
homophobic Indian society and a more positive portrayal of lesbians in India. 
These two issues will be discussed in Chapter Three as well. 
 The third chapter on the discussion of the seven films of three different 
genres, transnational, Bollywood and a regional film, will generate a comparative 
discussion using feminist film theory and queer theory as a background. This 
chapter goes beyond the close reading done in the previous two chapters to discuss 
the major themes and issues that have repeatedly surfaced during the analysis of the 
seven films.  
The concluding chapter will offer a summary, some comments and 
limitations of the study, and possible future directions where the question of 







Analysis of the transnational Indian Films: Fire, Chutney Popcorn, Nina’s 
Heavenly Delights, I Can’t Think Straight and The World Unseen 
This chapter engages in a close-reading of the five transnational Indian 
films Fire, Chutney Popcorn, Nina’s Heavenly Delights, I Can’t Think Straight and 
The World Unseen. These five films will be analysed in this chapter because they 
are produced outside of India although within Indian production networks. Their 
producers and directors are of Indian origin although they are settled outside of 
India. The films predominantly have Indian actors and their dialogues are in 
English. 
Fire by Deepa Mehta is considered as a cultural landmark in the history of 
Indian cinema for its brave attempt in portraying a gender-related taboo topic for 
the first time—lesbian desire in an Indian social context. Fire, in “the raising of 
discomfort levels about [the] so-called regular, happy home and family 
lives...emerges as some sort of a site of feminist resistance” (Bose, 250), and Mehta 
develops this in her movie in various ways. Firstly, human relationships in the 
movie are shown to be barren and empty, illustrated by the servant Mundu’s 
masturbation episodes in the movie, and the paralyzed mother-in-law who 
constantly demands attention and expects everyone to follow conventional 
behavioural codes. Radha’s husband Ashok is an ascetic who demands of his wife 
cruel bedroom rituals of lying next to him to test his strength of resisting sexual 
temptation (which can also be taken as a direct critique of Gandhi’s practices). 
Ashok’s brother Jatin (and Sita’s husband) is shown to have an extramarital affair 
with a Chinese woman, and his sexual escapades with her are borne out of mere 
lust. Heterosexual human relationships are laid out in the movie as futile and 
devoid of a loving touch that is needed to nurture any relationship. 
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Secondly, with the arrival of Sita, the younger daughter-in-law, in the 
household, the importance of the physical contact and touch surfaces because with 
her arrival the two women, Radha and Sita, are brought together to seek comfort in 
each other’s arms. The urgency of the human touch is brought out most 
prominently in Sita’s first sexual encounter with Jatin that is marked by brutality 
and indifference on Jatin’s part. To him, it is a ‘baby-making’ project after which 
he turns his back on Sita and goes to sleep. This episode is contrasted sharply to a 
scene in which Radha is oiling Sita’s hair, symbolising a comforting and caring 
relationship that is at once nurturing and intimate. A loving sexual relationship 
develops between Radha and Sita, a relationship that is consciously contrasted with 
Ashok’s asceticism, with Jatin and his Chinese girlfriend, with Mundu’s 
masturbatory experiences, and the mute traditions of the mother-in-law. 
Thirdly, Mehta’s biggest affirmation of the lesbian relationship that offers 
feminist resistance is at the end of the movie. Radha is made to go through a literal 
‘agnipariksha’ or a ‘trial by fire’ that is so central to the Indian psyche, 
foregrounded in the Hindu mythology Ramayana. According to ancient Hindu 
tradition, fire or Agni is the purifying god of the household on whom also falls the 
task of bearing witness to the chastity of women and accordingly deciding their 
fates. Ashok sets Radha’s sari on fire, and she escapes unharmed from this fire 
although her blackened sari and smudged face bear witness of the life-threatening 
trial she has just gone through. The fire, by not harming Radha, establishes her 
chastity and in extension it is implied that Radha and Sita’s relationship is chaste 
and pure. Radha flings her sari aside, and in doing so also flings aside the fetters of 
the sterile hetero-patriarchal ties that she was subjugated to. Radha then makes her 
way to the shrine of the Sufi saint where Sita is waiting for her. The shrine “also 
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represents the presence of a humanist faith outside self-denying rigid religious 
structures [and] the narrative moves away from constricting frameworks and 
patriarchal institutions to render the acquisition of agency possible for both Radha 
and Sita” (Jain, 132). 
However, the biggest critique of this film stems from these very (positive) 
points that Mehta has tried to drive home to her audience.  Firstly, the lesbian 
relationship between Radha and Sita appears to develop as a result of the crippling 
pressures of the middle-class patriarchal family they are married into. Brinda Bose 
says that “the film’s particular representation of female homosexuality as the only 
available recourse for two women who have been slighted in their heterosexual 
encounters has apparently not troubled its viewers at all. This notion undermines 
what gay and lesbian rights activists have been long demanding—the right to 
pursue homosexual preference with a larger sphere of sexual choices” (my 
emphasis, 251). When Sita asks Jatin whether he likes her in the beginning of the 
movie, had he answered with a resounding “yes” to that question, it almost feels as 
if the premise for the homosexual relationship to develop would have completely 
ceased to exist. In the words of Bose, Radha and Sita “might just as well have been 
drawn to other men had such an opportunity presented itself; just as they would not 
have been drawn to anyone else at all” (my emphasis, 252) had their husbands paid 
more attention to them in the marital norm and not deprived them of their conjugal 
rights.  
The radical potential of the political content of the film is thus diluted by 
making homosexuality a mere retaliatory weapon / replacement comfort that the 
women use against their sexless marriages (especially Radha). Furthermore, the 
question of choice is another concern that needs to be addressed in this movie. 
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Radha and Sita are two women who are traditionally confined to the space of their 
home and therefore there is a very limited choice that the two women have in the 
household with regards to the object of their desire. They thus end up desiring each 
other due to the aberrant male heterosexualities that they are exposed to continually 
within the surrounds of their home. The effect that this has is that the issue of 
lesbianism in this movie is not taken in a very serious light, where there is a 
constant reminder that the relationship resulted from failed heterosexual 
relationships and therefore does not have a legitimate reason for existing in its own 
right. 
Secondly, the homosexual relationship between Radha and Sita reinforces 
and perpetuates stereotypes such as butch and femme roles, which makes the 
images employed to illustrate their relationship consistently heterosexual. Sita is 
aligned with the “butch” category. Her weakness for male attire and habits 
(smoking) is established right from the beginning when she dresses up in Jatin’s 
masculine attire. She is also bold and adventurous as opposed to the shy and more 
feminine Radha who is aligned with the “femme” category. The most striking 
illustration of this butch/femme trope is enacted in the scene when Radha, dressed 
in a traditional sari, and Sita dressed in Jatin’s clothes, have a playful dance 
sequence in the mother-in-law’s (Biji’s) room. Although the two female 
protagonists here enter a markedly queer territory, masculine/feminine roles in 
heterosexual encounters are re-enacted in Radha and Sita’s relationship, thereby 
not only perpetuating harmful stereotypes such as butch/femme and not being able 
to move beyond this categorization, but also foregrounding heterosexual modes of 
courtship, thereby crippling the potential efficacy of this film to alter attitudes of 
homophobia in the Indian social context. 
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Thirdly, in structuring the movie along the lines of the male gaze, Mehta 
“still regresses to an old pattern in which the men remain the voyeurs, the fetishists 
and the bearers of the look” (Bose, 257). Radha and Sita seek comfort in each 
other’s arms mainly due to the fact that there is an absolute denial of the admiring 
male gaze from the men in their lives. More importantly, it is through the 
witnessing of their intimate scene at the end by Mundu that their relationship is 
discovered. When this is revealed to Ashok by Mundu, Ashok then peeps through 
the bedroom door and witnesses the gratuitous love scene between Radha and Sita. 
This scene is then imagined and worked through the eyes of the husband once 
again. Through such voyeuristic acts, not only are the male characters employing 
the male gaze to look at the two female lovers, but it implicates the male spectator 
as well. The image of Radha and Sita making love is a source of anxiety for Ashok 
and he seeks to nullify it. The male spectator, “through narcissistic identification 
with the male protagonist” (Nair, 56) employs the male gaze to gain a “reassuring 
sense of omnipotence” (Nair, 56) as well when Ashok metes out the punishment to 
Radha. The excessive use of the male gaze in the movie “reinforces subordination 
or compliance to the norms defined by patriarchy” (Jain, 119) and the movie 
therefore does not offer “any grand utopic vision for its expectant radical/feminist 
viewership” (Bose, 258). This episode will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 
Three by contextualising it within feminist film theory and the male gaze within 
this theoretical framework. 
Radha and Sita are ‘queer’ characters in the film mainly due to the choice 
they make—choosing each other at the end instead of their respective 
heteropatriarchal lifestyles with their husbands. It can also be argued that the male 
characters in the film also occupy queer spaces to a certain extent, particularly the 
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servant Mundu. Mundu’s “crime (against the institution of the family) of 
unsanctioned sexuality is masturbating to [western pornographic films] in front of 
Biji, because of a lack of privacy, and he is excused by absolution from the swami” 
(Desai, 167). Mundu is a servant of the household, and as a lower class man, he is 
associated with “animalistic and uncontrolled sexual desire” (Desai, 167), and 
these desires categorise him as being sexually deviant. However, this thesis will not 
be delving into the queering of the male characters in detail since it specifically 
foregrounds the issue of lesbianism as its main focus. 
Chutney Popcorn by Nisha Ganatra released three years after Fire, 
incorporates a female protagonist who is more tenuously located in the queer 
territory than Radha and Sita in Fire. Reena in Chutney Popcorn is rendered queer 
not only “on the basis of her sexuality [but also] on being an artist (which for her 
mother is hardly a respectable or acceptable field of work), not being able to 
reproduce Hindu culture properly, inability to cook and fit a certain normative 
gender role, becoming a surrogate mother—all locate her in queer territory, outside 
‘the regimes of the normal’” (Arora, 41). With the central motif of henna-drawing 
framing the entire narrative, Reena is introduced in the opening sequence of the 
movie as an Indian lesbian with her Caucasian lover Lisa, where both are 
intimately drawing henna patterns on each others’ bodies. A peculiarly South Asian 
ritual of applying henna during a heterosexual marriage ceremony is re-
appropriated and incorporated onto an inter-racial lesbian body, where both issues 
of race and sexuality converge, a point which will be discussed in later paragraphs. 
Chutney Popcorn puts forth many promising possibilities of a positive 
representation of lesbianism and to a certain extent, it can also be said to provide a 
resistance to negative stereotypes of lesbianism. Returning to the central motif of 
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henna, the absence of it in Reena’s sister, Sarita’s wedding to her Caucasian 
boyfriend Mitch, is contrasted starkly with the consistent presence of henna in the 
relationship between the two lesbian lovers Reena and Lisa. The significance of 
this is twofold. Firstly, it foreshadows the sterility, both literal and metaphorical, in 
the heterosexual relationship between Sarita and Mitch because of the inability to 
procreate. Secondly, the intimate and erotic connotations of henna that are reserved 
traditionally for a heterosexual union are transposed onto the lesbian couple, 
thereby giving their relationship a kind of legitimacy similar to the one given to 
Radha and Sita in Fire by the motif of fire that legitimises their relationship at the 
end of the movie. As in Fire, heterosexual love signified by Sarita and Mitch “is 
variously mocked as impotent, shorn of erotic tenderness and, furthermore, 
incapable of reproduction” (Arora, 34). Sarita increasingly becomes estranged from 
Mitch until it reaches a point where there is no indication of any aspect of physical 
intimacy between the two. On the other hand, erotic tenderness is associated with 
the two lesbian lovers, Reena and Lisa. As shown by the opening sequence, the 
lesbian lovers are erotically applying henna on each other and are shown to do so 
consistently throughout the movie. The application of henna is a prelude to their 
love-making scenes. A heterosexual ritual, which is performative in itself, then gets 
re-appropriated to celebrate a homosexual and interracial couple. 
Reena’s henna-patterning is almost always followed by a photographic shot 
of the hennaed body—usually a white female body with henna patterns on it. This 
is an important tactic employed in the film because the gaze behind the camera is 
that of a female—specifically, that of an Indian lesbian. Reena’s gaze behind the 
camera is an instance of re-appropriating the male gaze that is deployed in the 
movie Fire, where the love-making scene between Radha and Sita is reworked 
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through the eyes of males, Ashok and Mundu. Hence, the movie is not explicitly 
structured along the lines of the male gaze. At the end of the movie, a series of 
black-and-white photographs follow to imply a ‘happily-ever-after’ ending of the 
lesbian relationship as well as same-sex parenthood, where even the conservative 
mother comes to accept her daughter’s lesbianism and her decision to have a child. 
The major positive change in the movie is seen through Reena’s sister 
Sarita, who struggles with the crushed ideals of a normative heteropatriarchal 
family where she is expected to produce a child and create her own nuclear family 
unit. She slowly comes to accept her sister Reena’s alternate lifestyle and starts 
taking her lesbian sister seriously, first when she enters the tattoo parlour to tattoo 
the symbol ‘Om’ with henna “on a lesbian body in a space inhabited by lesbian 
bodies” (Arora, 35), and second when she corrects her mother in the supermarket 
by saying that lesbianism is not a disease. Sarita then starts articulating her 
dissatisfaction with the traditional heteronormative lifestyle expected of her, also 
seen in her estrangement from her husband Mitch. She also starts questioning the 
role of a woman for the purposes of biological reproduction when she declines to 
accept the baby that Reena is having for her by saying to her husband that “maybe 
[she is] just not meant to have a baby” (dialogue from the movie).  
However, all these positive points about the movie are undermined to reveal 
problematic issues and depictions concerning lesbianism that are embedded firmly 
in the overall narrative. Firstly, at the beginning of the movie during Sarita’s 
wedding celebrations, Reena’s homosexuality is “firmly placed outside the circle of 
ethnic community” (Arora, 36) when both Reena and Lisa are spatially located on 
the margins of the celebrations that are taking place—the song and dance and 
feasting after the wedding. The space of the heterosexual wedding and its 
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celebrations cannot accommodate a homosexual relationship and recognise it as 
legitimate. The ground of high moral and cultural virtue is still maintained and 
sanctioned by the heterosexual wedding that takes place, never mind the fact that it 
is an interracial one. 
Secondly, the issue of race that converges with sexuality is an important 
one when it comes to the question of representation of lesbians in the Indian social 
context—diaspora or otherwise. The movie presents issues of race, or interracial 
relationships, in a blissfully ignorant light, pretending that tensions do not exist at 
all. The only time when a potential confrontation happens is when Sarita tells her 
Caucasian husband Mitch that “I don’t need you to tell me how to be Indian” when 
he tells her that the Hindu god Shiva is genderless. It is a promising provocation 
offered by Sarita but it does not culminate into something more that grapples with 
issues of racial identity and how it is linked to sexual identity. Reena and Lisa’s 
relationship barely addresses the issue of race as well. What does happen in effect 
is that the gay culture of the West is appropriated unquestioningly and quite 
effortlessly in the lingua franca of the Indian lesbian Reena. Words such as ‘dyke’ 
and the stereotypes put forth as to what kind of dyke a woman is when she is 
passing by the henna-tattoo parlour—her haircut, her jacket—all strongly identify 
with the ‘Western/American’ gay cultural scene. Apart from the negative 
connotations the word ‘dyke’ carries with it (it can be argued that the word has 
been re-appropriated by lesbians positively, however, it is still considered a slur 
when used by persons who are not homosexuals) and the stereotypes it evokes of 
lesbians as masculine, brash and crude, it is also an indication that at the linguistic 
level such descriptors cannot move beyond and cannot imagine a way out of a 
heteronormative patriarchal discourse. Queer film theorist Andrea Weiss calls this 
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the “essentialist trap, on the one hand, that imagines lesbianism to be completely 
outside of patriarchal definitions and on the other hand, the trap that situates 
lesbianism so strictly within patriarchal definitions that it can’t imagine any way 
out from them” (Weiss, 50). Such an “essentialist trap” and the unquestioning, 
unproblematized encounter with the West homogenises the experiences of lesbians, 
especially non-Western lesbians, despite racial and cultural differences and does 
not allow them to articulate a unique identity based on these differentials of race 
and culture. 
Still on the issue of race, the movie presents a stark contrast between the 
two mothers of the two lesbian protagonists, Reena’s mother and Lisa’s mother. 
Reena’s mother, Meena, is shown to be against the alternative lifestyle Reena has 
chosen for herself. Lisa’s mother, on the other hand, is shown to be totally 
accepting of her daughter’s homosexuality as well as Reena as her daughter’s 
partner. Meena does not acknowledge Lisa as Reena’s partner, instead, she 
constantly refers to Lisa as Reena’s roommate.  Apart from her not accepting her 
daughter’s lesbianism, Meena puts forth damaging stereotypes of a lesbian—in this 
case a lesbian of Indian heritage. According to Meena, being gay is a “disease” and 
Reena’s decision to get pregnant “will finally make Reena want to have a husband” 
and therefore ‘cure’ her of lesbianism. This is a reference to the stereotype that 
lesbianism is a disease and given the right (medical) treatment, a woman can be 
cured of it. Furthermore, Reena’s decision to be a surrogate mother elicits a sharp 
“it’s not natural!” from Meena, indicating that it is not even conceivable to her that 
a lesbian should bear Sarita’s child. The Indian mother, therefore, embodies the 
stereotypical notions that the East is a conservative entity and alternate sexualities 
have no place there. A stark contrast to this is Lisa’s mother, embodying the 
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stereotype of the West as liberal and a safe haven for alternate sexualities to thrive 
in, as seen in her open and warm embrace of Lisa and Reena, and later on, in her 
insistence that Lisa should not leave a pregnant Reena alone. Such (racial) 
stereotypes reinforce the notion that Indian society will have its doors closed to the 
acceptance of queer sexualities even though it has progressed and the penal code 
may have been amended.  
The movie’s male characters also put forth damaging and negative 
stereotypes about lesbians. One character, Raju, an acquaintance of Meena and 
Reena, tells Reena that he is romantically interested in her girlfriend Lisa. When 
Reena reveals to him that she is a lesbian and Lisa is her girlfriend, he suggests a 
ménage a trois (threesome) to Reena. This is indicative of a general stereotypical 
sentiment that lesbianism is associated with sexual promiscuity and therefore a 
lesbian is of a morally loose character. Mitch’s (Sarita’s husband) attitude towards 
Reena is also significant. He is shown never to take Reena seriously except when 
she gets pregnant and is away from her lesbian partner Lisa. This suggests that in 
the heteropatriarchal scheme of things, women are only taken a tad bit seriously 
and their worth is acknowledged when male desire is not negated. To a certain 
extent then, the statement proclaimed by the other lesbians in the movie is true 
when they tell Reena that her pregnancy is “just being used to perpetuate the 
heterosexual family model”. Although this sounds too sloganistic at times and the 
movie needs to move beyond making this statement about lesbians by considering 
their complex positioning in racial and familial situations, it does ring true of the 
reproductive function of the female that lends her credibility in a heteropatriarchal 
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family and society. Shivananda Khan2
The movie explicitly foregrounds and positively reinforces a 
heteropatriarchal family model in two instances involving Reena and Mitch, 
thereby undermining any political efficacy of the film. The first instance involves 
the two scenes of impregnation of Reena with Lisa helping her to insert Mitch’s 
semen into her for the purposes of conceiving a baby for Sarita. They are loaded 
scenes because of their implications at the subconscious level. The idea of 
penetrative sex for the purposes of biological reproduction is explicitly brought 
forth in these scenes. Penetration is mimicked by the instrument used to insert the 
semen into Reena to impregnate her. The connotation attached to this act is that it 
is only right and natural for a woman to be penetrated by a man to have his baby. 
By the end of the second impregnation scene done at home, which is successful, 
the camera zooms in to focus on Reena’s face up-close as she is lying down on the 
bed after the insertion of Mitch’s semen into her. Reena’s look here is one of 
contentment and fulfilment, a look which is never shown during the entire movie 
when she is with Lisa or when she and Lisa have made love. This is again 
 states that procreative sexuality then 
“becomes a social compulsion, as a familial and community duty” (quoted in 
Menon, 33) and it “also needs to be legitimate” (Menon, 33). This is especially so 
for Reena who is uniquely positioned as an Indian lesbian in an Indian family as 
well as being a surrogate mother, where producing an heir is of utmost importance 
for a woman, also seen through Sarita’s disappointment when she cannot get 
pregnant and is unable to set up a nuclear family unit. 
                                                          
2 Nivedita Menon’s chapter “Outing Heteronormativity: Nation, Citizen, Feminist Disruptions” 
quotes Shivananda Khan. The reference is as follows:  
Khan, Shivananda. 2001. “Culture, Sexualities, Identities: Men Who Have Sex With Men In India”. 
Journal of Homosexuality. Vol.40. no.3/4. 
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significant because it implies that for a woman to be fulfilled, she needs to desire a 
man, needs to be fulfilled by him, and in this case, have his baby too. 
The second instance explores the sexual tension between Reena and Mitch. 
A moment of possible sexual intimacy is hinted at between Reena and Mitch when 
he hands her the impregnation kit. Though not overtly stated, Mitch hints to Reena 
the possibility of them having sex together if Reena is repeatedly failing in the 
attempts to impregnate herself. This sexual tension between Mitch and Reena 
reaches its peak when Reena successfully gets pregnant and there is a freeze-frame 
of Mitch placing his hand on Reena’s protruding stomach which lasts for a few 
long seconds before fading out. The tableau is of a man, woman and their future 
baby, to the exclusion of everything else, a foregrounding of the heterosexual 
nuclear family unit that has primacy in society. 
The most damaging representation of lesbianism comes from within the 
lesbian community—of which Reena is a part —in the movie. It is captured in a 
statement that one of the women makes about Lisa in the movie, that she has 
“permanency issues”. It is an implication that lesbians are promiscuous and lead a 
swinging lifestyle, and it is explicitly endorsed by another lesbian herself.  In a 
telling scene, Lisa abandons Reena who is pregnant and has a temporary affair with 
her ex-girlfriend Janice. The permanence of the baby in the equation between 
Reena and Lisa proves too much for Lisa to handle and she reminisces about past 
days when she and Janice were carefree and did in fact lead a promiscuous 
lifestyle, sleeping with each other as well as each other’s ex-girlfriends. Reena’s 
pregnancy introduces an aspect of compulsory heterosexuality in Reena and Lisa’s 
relationship, where Lisa starts fearing that Reena will lapse into a heterosexual 
lifestyle and will end up with Mitch to raise a nuclear family. This scene becomes 
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significant to show how the lesbian community itself perceives homosexuality as a 
poor copy of heterosexuality and that it is always in danger of reverting back to the 
superior original (Butler, 314). 
Chutney Popcorn tries to be progressive and relevant to the Indian lesbian 
community by raising issues such as same-sex parenthood, a novel theme and idea 
to touch upon concerning an Indian lesbian. However, it is an issue that is 
presented as slapstick comedy, especially seen in the hospital when Reena’s lesbian 
friends enact a mock birthing process with a stuffed toy rabbit punctuated with 
mock groans and grunts. The issue of same-sex marriage and parenting is gaining 
currency in the Indian society and diaspora especially since its Western counterpart 
(countries such as USA, Canada, etc) has begun legalising same-sex marriage and 
parenthood in certain states in their respective countries. However, in this movie, 
this issue comes across as slapstick farce, without a sufficient attempt at addressing 
tensions that surround it especially within an Indian familial context. It can be 
argued here that this unproblematic stance can be seen as progressive. However, in 
Ganatra’s own words, the movie is a “pure entertainment [movie] without deep 
messages” (Rediff online interview), hence pretending that the issue of same-sex 
parenthood is not an issue at all. At this point, it is important to bring out the issue 
of generic differences in the movies discussed. There is an inherent struggle within 
the films and between the films of intention and verisimilitude. This point is 
discussed in chapter three in the context of feminist film theory. 
Nina’s Heavenly Delights by Pratibha Parmar is a “food movie that [shows] 
off Indian food in all its glory” (Future Movies online interview), a statement by 
Parmar herself that captures the essence of the movie. Similar to the previous two 
films analyzed in this chapter so far, this movie too employs a motif, akin to that of 
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fire and henna that runs throughout the entire course of the film, and that is the 
motif of (Indian) food. Indian food is used to talk about the secrets that every 
individual hides in the Shah family—Nina, her deceased father Mohan, her sister 
Priya, her brother Kary, and even her mother Suman. The movie visually 
overpowers the senses with its heavy focus on Indian cooking and the resultant 
dishes. It is amidst this cooking that the action of the movie unfolds.  
The movie has a lot to say about Indian cooking but not much about the 
interracial lesbian romance that unfolds mid-way through the story. Nina’s 
Heavenly Delights, similar to the previous two films analyzed, endorses a positive 
ending for the two female lovers, Nina and Lisa. Their relationship develops 
through a mutual love and devotion to food and family (Hadrian, AfterEllen 
review). Here, the issue of lesbianism in an Indian familial and societal context is 
watered down and over-taken by the “colours, textures and smells of Indian food” 
(Future Movies online interview). The lesbian twist to an otherwise predictable 
family drama, which occupies a good half of the movie, is a sub-plot which if taken 
away, would not have affected the final outcome of winning the ‘Best of the West 
Curry Competition’, a cooking competition within the movie. In a sense, this is 
similar to Fire, in which the lesbian relationship is based on the premise of failed 
heterosexual relationships, and that had any of the husbands responded positively 
to their respective wives, the relationship between Radha and Sita would not have 
occurred at all. Hence, Nina’s Heavenly Delights’ potentially volatile material that 
could have delved deeper into addressing issues of female homosexuality within an 
Indian family fizzles out, and what the audience is left with is “an evasion of social 
realism” (Eckstein, 59, talking about this movie in particular) which then translates 
to an abrupt ending of the film, where everyone comes together to dance to a 
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musical finale and all the loose ends are conveniently taken care of. Also, the 
introduction to each family member’s secret dilutes the promising homosexual 
content of the film that could have made a radical political statement. The film then 
has a good variety and breadth of family secrets that are kept in the closet, but it 
fails to delve deeper and meaningfully into any one of them, especially the secret 
that Nina is a closet lesbian and the specificities of her experience, since the focus 
of the better half of the movie is Nina’s relationship with Lisa. 
The interracial aspect of the relationship is an issue which is not addressed 
in the movie as well, similar to Chutney Popcorn. Nina’s Heavenly Delights has 
two instances of interracial relationships in the movie, Nina and Lisa, a 
homosexual relationship, and Kary and Janice, a heterosexual relationship. Again, 
similar to Chutney Popcorn, it can be argued that the film positively endorses the 
multicultural aspect, where in an ideal world, cultural, linguistic and religious 
differences do not matter. In the case of the homosexual relationship, what this 
tactic does then is that it homogenizes the lesbian experience of both the Indian as 
well as the Caucasian lesbian. Bearing in mind that such homogenising does not 
offer an adequate framework to the lesbian in an Indian social context to negotiate 
the cultural and sexual differences, the movie then fails to offer a solution, or even 
part-solution, to the dilemma that is faced in such interracial relationships, a 
question particularly pertinent for queer sexualities. A faint hint of such a struggle 
is evident when Nina tells her best friend Bobbi, a drag queen at a night club and a 
flamboyant gay character, that she cannot tell her family about her sexuality and 
her feelings for Lisa, “not here, not under their roof” (dialogue from the movie). 
This internal struggle, however, is ultimately eradicated and subsumed under 
overly contrived and convenient plot developments in the story. For example, 
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Nina’s traditional Indian mother who is adamant that her daughter should marry for 
pragmatic purposes and function (to the rival restaurateur’s son) than for love, is 
suddenly the picture of acceptance and happiness towards the end of the movie 
when Nina reveals her relationship with Lisa. This gives the movie a deus ex 
machina ending which does add to the happily-ever-after aspect but leaves the 
viewer feeling that everything was hastily contrived to ensure that the two lesbian 
lovers ended up together after winning the cooking competition. 
Lars Eckstein says of Parmar’s movie that she does show transgressions of 
heteronormative boundaries but she deliberately “[sublimates] potential fractions 
between culture-specific norms into fantasies and clichés” (my emphasis, 58). 
Parmar’s movie is rife with fantastical elements where she shows Nina’s deceased 
father, Mohan Shah, making ghostly appearances beside his daughter to ensure that 
she “follows her heart” (dialogue from the movie) in making decisions for herself 
and her family. Scenes where her father throws yellow flower petals on Nina and 
towards the end, where he stirs and cooks food so that it does not get burnt in the 
competition, all show that Nina’s Heavenly Delights is “an urban fairytale albeit in 
a world full of real people” (Eckstein, 59). Such a tactic gives Parmar’s movie an 
escapist feel, where she posits the movie as “too polite and too smooth around the 
edges...[and] too well-behaved lest it offend any stodgy Indian grandmothers in the 
audience” (Antani, websource).  Parmar’s extremely stereotypical and cliché 
character, Bobbi, is an example of endorsing a commonly held belief that gay men 
are naturally flamboyant, outrageous and are cross-dressers. Although Bobbi is a 
character who is extremely benevolent and good at heart, Parmar’s depiction of his 
personality and character traits—the painted van, the musical horn, cross-dressing, 
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the hand drop and a night club drag queen—all reinforce negative stereotypes 
associated with the gay community in general. 
Parmar’s uses the image of the evergreen Taj Mahal and a popular Hindi 
song from a Hindi movie that has gained a classic and cult status, Mughal-E-Azam, 
to depict the blossoming romance between Nina and Lisa. The Taj Mahal, an icon 
of heterosexual love and romance, figures prominently in sequences between Nina 
and Lisa, and especially so at the end of the movie when they win the cooking 
competition and the Taj Mahal figurine magically lights up to signify Nina and 
Lisa’s triumphant love. The song from the movie Mughal-E-Azam, ‘Jab Pyaar Kiya 
To Darna Kya’, literally translated as ‘What is there to be afraid of if you have 
loved?’, takes place in a movie-within-a-movie sequence, where the main 
protagonists of the film, Dilip Kumar and Madhubala, are shown singing the song. 
Parmars’ use of these images for a lesbian love is problematic because she 
ultimately falls back on extremely iconic heterosexual images, where it becomes 
extremely difficult to dissociate the heterosexual romantic connotations that these 
images imply and carry with them, especially the Taj Mahal, by virtue of it being 
one of the wonders of the world that needs no explanation behind its heterosexual 
love story. The song, on the other hand, is explicitly visualised on the screen and 
presented to the viewers in its original form and thus the heterosexual love plot is 
foregrounded to the audience more than the metaphorical implications this song has 
for the romance between Nina and Lisa. Parmar then falls back to the tried and 
tested heteropatriarchal essentialist trap (Weiss, 50) where she is unable to talk 




Nina’s Heavenly Delights’ ultimate take-home point is when the movie 
concludes at the end to another classic Hindi song ‘Aap Jaisa Koi’ (translated as 
‘Someone like you’) while shooting Bobbi’s dream film “Love in a Wet Climate”. 
As a reviewer aptly puts it, “you know a cross-cultural, gender-bending dramedy [a 
combination of drama and comedy] has issues when its most memorable moment is 
a blasphemous, bouncy Bollywood musical finale featuring a female impersonator” 
(Williams, websource). This scene has a two-fold significance. Firstly, the song 
that is used for the dance finale is another evergreen romantic song from a Hindi 
film that has gained cult status. The song is from the film Qurbani (translated as 
‘Sacrifice’) where the female protagonist sings it for her male love interest. Again, 
the heterosexual imagery, language and connotations associated with this song 
never completely break away from the homosexual love story here. This is 
important because, although the movie is aimed at both Indian and non-Indian 
audiences, the Indian audience being culturally and linguistically located are 
therefore familiar with the heterosexual romantic connotations of the song. In that 
sense, the framework for the culturally-located Indian lesbian—in this case Nina—
falls back to the images of a heterosexual romantic liaison mimicked in Bollywood 
films, which also have their framework deeply entrenched in the tradition of 
Hollywood romantic capers, hence the western influence and framework which is 
most significantly available to lesbians of Indian origin. Secondly, the scene of the 
musical finale, though in part a celebration of multiculturalism, comes across as 
extremely contrived to facilitate a convenient ending, where everyone gets their 
respective romantic partners and live happily ever after. It is an ending which has 
nothing meaningful to say about the lesbian relationship, but it does end up making 
fun of Bollywood dance sequences. 
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Finally, the film’s official website offers downloadable recipes that are 
shown in the movie’s cooking sequences. For a film that promotes itself as a 
lesbian love story in international film circuits, it is highly ironic that the film’s 
official website has nothing to say about its subject matter but instead promotes its 
recipes. Parmar maintains a stoically non-committal stance about the subject matter 
when she says that she made the movie for people to “feel good about life and love 
and go off for a bang up curry afterwards” (Future Movies online interview) and 
she particularly did not “even want to attempt to define what a lesbian film is” 
(Lola Press online interview). This point about the non-committal stance of the 
directors of the movies discussed in this chapter will be further discussed and 
analyzed in the chapter that discusses the seven films in totality. 
One important point about representation in Nina’s Heavenly Delights is 
that the movie succeeds in moving beyond the characterisation of ‘butch’ and 
‘femme’ roles where Nina and Lisa are concerned. According to Sue-Ellen Case, 
“the butch is the lesbian woman who proudly displays the possession of the penis, 
while the femme takes on the compensatory masquerade of womanliness” (300). 
This point will be further elaborated in chapter three using Judith Butler’s theory of 
gender performativity. Although Lisa is the dominant partner here, in no way is she 
characterised as a butch. Similarly, Nina is the more submissive partner yet she is 
not shown to strictly fall in the confines of the femme category. In all the scenes 
where Nina and Lisa are together, there is no indication of such a role play. This is 
a significant shift from the previous two movies, Fire and Chutney Popcorn, which 
are significantly imbued with butch and femme roles, especially in Chutney 
Popcorn, where there are many scenes in which there is a discussion on what type 
of lesbian a woman is, butch or femme.  
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I Can’t Think Straight by Shamim Sarif continues this trend of breaking 
down the butch/femme role play. The central relationship is that of a Palestinian 
Christian woman Tala who is settled in Jordan, and an Indian Muslim woman in 
London, Leyla. This movie is a first attempt at exploring the issue of lesbianism in 
Muslim communities in Indian and Middle-Eastern societies. It is an attempt to 
bring to visibility the lesbians and the issues they face against a Muslim backdrop. 
Tala and Leyla’s relationship is an interracial one as well, albeit one which has its 
roots in South Asia or the Middle Eastern part of the globe.  
The depiction of Tala and Leyla’s relationship comes a long way from 
those relationships depicted in Fire, Chutney Popcorn and Nina’s Heavenly 
Delights. Initially, Tala is shown to be the dominant woman in the budding 
relationship between her and Leyla. However, once Leyla confronts her own 
sexuality, she takes on the role of the dominant woman in the relationship. Despite 
the dominant/submissive dynamics of their relationship, Sarif never comes close to 
making her two female characters mimic the butch/femme roles. Hence, she 
successfully moves her characters beyond the images that characterise heterosexual 
relationships to realise a positive ending. It is important to note here then that a 
subtle progression has taken place in the depiction of lesbian women by the time 
Sarif’s film has been made.  
However, Sarif fails to deliver a movie that has the potential to shock its 
viewers with its subject matter of lesbianism amongst a Muslim backdrop. Sarif 
tries hard to portray sexual repression through specific cultural restraints, but her 
promising message is lost amongst the plush and opulent settings of her movie. 
Sarif’s female protagonists, Tala and Leyla, belong to affluent, wealthy and luxury-
loving families. These are women who pass their days by playing polo or tennis, 
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basking in their families’ lavish lifestyles and looking as glamorous as commercial 
supermodels in flowing willowy gowns—especially Tala. In other words, I Can’t 
Think Straight is a look into the world of upper-class women from a Muslim 
country or background and their supposed struggle to deal with issues of 
homosexuality. Sarif falls back to using the upper-class strata to discuss the issue 
of lesbianism, making the movie susceptible to homophobic statements and 
accusations such as lesbianism being a western import or a phenomenon that exists 
in the upwardly mobile section of the society due to western influences such as 
education, wealth and other ‘vices’. The opulence of the two families and Tala’s 
wedding preparations shown in the movie are all very pretty to look at but they do 
not make a strong statement about women trying to deal with homosexuality in a 
Muslim social context, Indian or Middle-Eastern. The reality for lesbian women in 
Indian Muslim and Middle-Eastern societies is a far cry from what is depicted in 
Sarif’s movie, where the inter-play of race and class distinctions matter a lot in 
such relationships. 
David Noh, a film critic, uses the term ‘Lipstick lesbianism’ to describe the 
theme of this movie. I will discuss this term in two aspects with regards to I Can’t 
Think Straight. Firstly, lipstick lesbianism can be taken to mean paying lip service 
to a potentially volatile topic that is underdeveloped and does not say anything 
meaningful about lesbianism. This has already been discussed at some length in the 
paragraph above, where the visual opulence of the movie does not add any 
meaningful message about lesbianism among Muslims. Secondly, lipstick lesbian 
is also a slang term for describing lesbian women who exhibit feminine traits such 
as literally applying lipstick and dressing up in a feminine manner in order to be 
more attractive to male viewers of such movies (or even to men in real life). This 
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has particular significance for the target audience of this movie, where both Tala 
and Leyla are portrayed in a manner that not only water down the potential politics 
of the issue of lesbianism in a Muslim social context, but also appeases 
heterosexual viewers in a way that these women come across as mere eye-candy 
without any significant message that is unsettling to the heterosexual viewer. A 
literal significance of the metaphor of the lipstick is that it can be applied when one 
wants to and removed at will, thus characterising a temporary phenomenon, 
something that can be ‘erased’ if desired and it becomes performative in that sense. 
This is also true of the previous movie, Nina’s Heavenly Delights, where Nina and 
Lisa also are both lipstick lesbians as well as a depiction of lipstick lesbianism. 
I Can’t Think Straight is rife with very misleading scenes on lesbians as 
well. One such scene is when Leyla’s sister Yasmin figures out Leyla’s sexuality 
by merely looking at her kd lang3 compact disc (CD) collections and Martina 
Navratilova’s4
                                                          
3 kd lang is a Canadian singer and song writer. She writes her name in lower case letters with no 
space between her first two initials. She is known for her open lesbianism (in the year 1992) and 
supports many issues such as gay rights, HIV/AIDS and animal rights. 
 autobiography. This shows the way in which sexuality and its issues 
are trivialized to the extent that Leyla herself is clueless about her own sexuality 
but her sister is made aware of it by simply through her book and CD collection. 
Another scene is Leyla’s confrontation with her mother about her sexuality. 
Deciding that she will come out openly about her sexuality to her parents, Leyla 
tells her mother that she is gay. Her mother’s reaction is none too accepting. She 
tells Leyla that “it is a sin” and that she will “burn in hell” for not accepting God. 
The facial expression and tone of the mother here is such that it hammers the 
message in that Leyla has committed a deep and unforgiving sin since it is 
4 Martina Navratilova was a Czech-American tennis player. She came out as a lesbian in the year 
1981 and later documented it in her autobiography written in the year 1985. She now writes books 
and actively campaigns for gay rights, underprivileged children and animal rights. 
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purported in Islam that “homosexuality is a greater sin than adultery” (Blackwood, 
60). The mother further goes on to say to Leyla, “who did this to you?”, implying 
that lesbianism is a sort of a disease that Leyla got infected with by another person, 
to which Leyla replies that “it’s not a disease”. Leyla tries hard to dispel the 
common myth surrounding this topic that it is some sort of a disease or illness that 
needs to be medically cured, but her attempt pales in comparison to her mother’s 
horror. Sarif fails to dispel this myth and what happens instead is that the viewers 
are left to clear the confusion whether she is making a comedy or a serious 
comment about Muslim attitudes towards the issue of lesbianism. 
Following this point, it is significant that the father figures in both Leyla’s 
and Tala’s families are shown to be more sympathetic to the plight of their 
respective daughters than the mothers. This has particular significance since the 
films in question here are all in some way trying to make a statement on the 
homophobic heteropatriarchal societal norms that condemn lesbianism. Instead, 
Sarif paints a very benevolent picture of the patriarch by showing two very 
accepting fathers and two very unaccepting mothers. On the one hand, this shows 
that societies have come a long way and an alternative lifestyle is acceptable where 
the patriarch himself is very understanding and accepting of such alternate 
lifestyles. On the other hand, it glosses over the harsh realities of women who are 
not from the upper-class society and who are very much incarcerated by the 
patriarchs. By pitching the mothers as the enemies of the lesbian daughters, Sarif 
erodes a female support system that potentially can help daughters and other 
women in such a situation. This does not mean that Sarif should not be showing the 
benevolence of the two fathers, but it also does not mean that she should purposely 
erode the support system of the women. This has bearings again on the issue of 
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intention and verisimilitude, what it is and what it should/ought to be and that such 
a representation has important implications in the ways in which lesbians of Indian 
and Middle Eastern origin are presented. This is discussed in Chapter Three. 
Much of the commentary in the movie centres on the Israel-Palestine 
conflict. Right from the beginning when Tala and Leyla meet for the first time, the 
conversational exchange between the two and Tala’s mother centres on 
Christianity, Islam, God and anti-Semitism. At every major gathering in Tala’s 
home, conversations on the conflict dominate. These discussions seem to be 
making a statement about intolerance and closeted fear, but they come out in very 
clichéd dialogue that tries to be clever and enlightening, but instead trivializes the 
subject by merely glossing over the tensions, for example when Tala’s mother tells 
her that she is an "an Arab hater"(dialogue from the movie) because she said Israel 
"is the closest thing to a democracy we have in the Middle East” (dialogue from the 
movie). The tactic of using the pressure of cultural restraints to underline sexual 
repression does not fully surface as well.  In a stark contrast, for a movie on 
lesbianism in Muslim societies, there is absolutely no attempt made to give a 
parallel commentary or message of sorts for the audience on this subject matter. 
The take-home message here seems to centre on the politics of ‘right and wrong’ of 
the Israel and Palestine conflict. 
Also, similar to Nina’s Heavenly Delights, Sarif’s portrayal of the gay 
community in general is not all positive as well. Tala’s sister’s husband makes fun 
of his own brother’s homosexuality by saying that “it’s a phase”, indicating that 
homosexuality stems out of a desire to experiment and it will give way to 
heterosexuality sooner or later. Sarif also posits the first intimate encounter 
between Tala and Leyla as an accident and ultimately makes it look like an 
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experiment as well when Tala tells Leyla that “this is not a way to live” and that 
“it’s not acceptable”. Furthermore, Sarif justifies the intimate encounter between 
the two women with excuses such as Tala was “away from home” (dialogue from 
the movie) and that she has been “lonely” and therefore accidentally sought out 
Leyla for intimacies. These excuses nullify lesbianism as existing in its own right, 
where again it is posited as an inferior copy of the original heterosexual scheme of 
things. 
I Can’t Think Straight is a movie that has some positive points, for example 
having choices for the women protagonists. Both Tala and Leyla are in 
heterosexual relationships before getting together in a homosexual relationship, 
even though they are closet lesbians. Presenting a choice to the women makes the 
homosexual relationship more credible as the relationship is then not predicated 
upon a failed heterosexual relationship, as in the movie Fire. Also, homophobia in 
Indian Muslim families and Muslim communities is a topic which has a lot of 
potential for exploration, but it does not reach its potential. Its titular pun I Can’t 
Think Straight suggests more of a comic relief than any commentary or message 
about lesbianism. This again points to generic issues where comedy could have 
been used to air serious issues but falls flat instead. This is seen via the inept 
comedy by Tala’s housekeeper Rani, who tries to out-do Reema, Tala’s mother, 
and also the clichéd dialogue uttered by most of the characters, for example Leyla’s 
father when he says “but I’ve only been away for two hours” when Leyla tells him 
that she is gay (Leyla’s father comes back home after two hours of stepping out and 
at the moment of his return, Leyla breaks the news that she is gay). Overall, the 
movie is too glossy and visually opulent to drive home a serious message about 
homophobia or homosexuality. 
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The World Unseen also by Shamim Sarif is the last movie in the 
transnational corpus of films. It takes on the subject matter of Indians in South 
Africa during the racist apartheid regime. Sarif fares much better with this movie 
than her previous film and major issues such as racism, sexism and sexuality are 
not as trivialized as shown in the previous movie. However, there are many scenes 
in this film which undermine the strengths of the movie and ultimately give way to 
prevalent stereotypes about lesbianism. This film then shows the progress over the 
years with regards to the representation of lesbians but at the same time reinforces 
certain misconceptions and negative stereotypes. 
Firstly, Amina and Miriam’s relationship is based on the fact that Miriam 
had a failing heterosexual relationship with her husband Omar. Omar is not only 
abusive towards Miriam, he is also racist and this is seen when he calls South 
African blacks by the derogatory term ‘Kaffirs’. He is also having an extra-marital 
affair with his sister-in-law, and although Miriam is aware of this, she silently puts 
up with her husband’s infidelity. In this movie, Amina and Miriam’s relationship 
would have ceased to exist if Omar was a loving and filial husband to Miriam and a 
loving father to his three children. The failing heterosexual relationship then sets a 
parallel up between The World Unseen and Fire, where the male characters are 
shown to be frustrated and chauvinistic, hence providing a convenient excuse, as it 
were, to engage in a homosexual relationship. The effect of positioning the lesbian 
relationship in such a way is that it again suggests that homosexuality is an inferior 
copy of the original heterosexuality and that it is just a retaliatory or a 
compensatory weapon that women use when they are trapped in sexless, abusive 
marriages where the males hold a non-desiring gaze (Bose, 254). This then comes 
back as a full circle, from the first transnational film to the last, where progression 
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in the subject matter is constantly undermined by the inability to move beyond 
certain negative stereotypical reasons and portrayals of lesbian relationships. 
Miriam’s reactions to Amina’s advances further suggest that had Amina been a 
man instead of a woman, Miriam might have responded in a more positive manner. 
For example, Miriam tells Amina that she is married and that the main reason she 
cannot respond to Amina’s advances is that she is a woman. 
Secondly, the justification given for Amina’s lesbianism is her 
grandmother’s rape and ostracism, which provides a convenient psychological 
backdrop to Amina’s lesbianism. Amina is shown to be a woman who openly 
questions the Indian culture’s emphasis on marriage, babies and obedient wives 
who have to silently put up with the husband’s abusive nature, as Miriam is shown 
to be. Such submissive behaviour expected of Indian women is a socio-cultural 
construct. Among the other Indian people, Amina is seen as a heretic, who dresses 
like a man in trousers, has independently established a successful cafe, and dares to 
dance and dine with black women in her cafe while working. When questioned by 
Miriam on why she does not want to get married, Amina tells Miriam about her 
grandmother’s rape by a black man, and the subsequent shame, abuse and 
ostracism she faced from her family. If, on the one hand, Amina is posited as a 
feminist prototype in the orthodox Indian community, on the other hand, she is also 
posited as a woman who chose to be a lesbian because of the abusive nature of men 
and the stifling cultural restraints. This is a harmful stereotype that is constantly 
shown to the audience to project lesbians as men-haters. This point will be 
discussed at length again in the analysis of the film Girlfriend in the next chapter. 
The movie has various subplots which weaken the efficacy of any one issue 
or message trying to be conveyed to the audience, especially that of lesbianism. A 
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major subplot in the movie, which often threatens to overshadow the blossoming 
romance between the two women, is that of racism. This is seen through two 
interracial and heterosexual couples. The first couple is a black man Jacob, 
Amina’s partner in the cafe business, and the local white postmistress, Madeleine. 
The second couple is Miriam’s second sister-in-law Rehmat who is married to a 
white man, thus violating the Mixed Marriage Act. Jacob constantly meets shame 
and persecution when he tries to take his relationship with Madeleine further. 
Practical challenges such as separate queues for whites and blacks, as well as 
indignities such as being called a “boy” when Jacob tries to spend some time with 
Madeleine cause him to abandon the idea of pursuing the relationship, thus swiftly 
dispatching the interracial complexities and rendering Jacob and Madeleine as 
under-developed counterpoints to the lesbian relationship. Rehmat’s marriage to a 
white man raises an important point about the Mixed Marriage Act, especially seen 
when a white policeman yells that such mixed marriages are “against nature” 
(dialogue from the movie). Amina and Miriam’s relationship picks up pace when 
Amina offers refuge to Rehmat, who is being pursued by white policemen wanting 
to arrest her for violating the act. However, this subplot is introduced to provide a 
convenient setting for Amina and Miriam’s relationship, and Rehmat is 
unceremoniously removed from the film hereafter, hence abruptly ending the 
subplot as well as leaving the Mixed Marriage Act untouched and under-
developed. It often comes across in the movie that these interracial and 
heterosexual subplots are more interesting and have more potential to be developed 
than the lesbian subplot which almost appears to be present in the movie by chance 
and convenience. Sarif then waters down the political efficacy of the Sapphic 
romance she introduces in the movie at the expense of more insightful subplots that 
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centre on a heterosexual romance and interracial tensions that do not reach their 
full potential as well. 
Miriam’s growth as an individual becomes the central focus of the story. 
She undergoes a gradual change from a subjugated and abused wife to realising the 
repressed courage in her. Her own strength and defiance starts to emerge when she 
first attempts to rescue a black African man who is hit by a truck owned by a white 
man. She ultimately tells her husband that he has to “find a better way to talk to 
her” (dialogue from the movie) instead of physically hitting her all the time and she 
takes a decision on her own to work in Amina’s cafe twice a week. In that sense 
then, the movie unfolds with the lesbian narrative and Amina’s ‘girl power’ 
sidelined to Miriam’s growth as a woman and as an individual. The ambiguous 
ending further reinforces this point. It presents various possibilities for Miriam, 
where she may or may not pursue her relationship with Amina in secret, where she 
may or may not choose to live with her husband Omar. As opposed to Miriam, 
Amina’s possibilities in the end remain very limited and the viewers are left with 
little doubt about the choices she can make. Amina’s steadfastness and self-
assurance are shown to totter when faced with the reality of Miriam’s situation 
when Miriam manages to subdue her fascination for Amina. Amina starts doubting 
herself, once again suggesting that lesbianism is a fickle state of mind that can be 
overcome with the right man and ‘treatment’. 
The World Unseen presents to the viewers a world that has not been well-
documented, that is the world of Indians who migrated to South Africa during the 
apartheid. Indians were classified as inferior to whites but superior to blacks. Many 
issues such as race and sexism have been handled in this film, especially seen in 
the action framed around Location Cafe, where Amina helps people in need of 
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refuge. However, the issue of sexuality requires much more depth and a portrayal 
that does not fall back on stereotypical and convenient reasons to justify its 
existence. 
This chapter concludes that the five transnational Indian films analysed at 
one level try very hard to tackle the issue of lesbianism in a manner that would be 
acceptable to both the Indian audiences and audiences at the global level. However, 
the portrayal of lesbian women in these films actually reinforces the negative 
stereotypes associated with lesbianism within the conservative Indian societal 
norm, diasporic or otherwise. These portrayals then actually do serve to strengthen 
the homophobic notions of Indian society and it further weakens the acceptance of 
alternate sexuality within Indian society as well as the global Indian diaspora which 
still embodies Indian cultural norms and values, brought out by the analyses done 
of the five films. 
However, it is important to highlight that although lesbianism is 
undermined and problematically represented as a homosexual relationship that 
grows out of failed heterosexual relationships (especially in Fire and The World 
Unseen), the films do make an effort to portray heterosexual relationships as 
dysfunctional, cruel, unfulfilling and even violent. This cinematic treatment of 
heterosexuality at least nods towards a critique of the accepted norm of 
heterosexuality and highlights the flaws that can exist within this dominant status 
quo, while offering the alternative homosexual relationships as healthy and 
fulfilling. These films then at least make it a point to introduce an alternative view 
of sexualities previously denied and denigrated. It indicates a subtle progression of 






Analysis of the Bollywood and regional films: Girlfriend and The 
Journey/Sancharram 
 
This chapter will look offer a close-reading of one Bollywood and one 
regional film, Girlfriend and The Journey respectively. These two films will be 
analysed in this chapter because they are produced in India within Indian 
production networks. Their producers and directors are of Indian origin and the 
films have Indian actors and their dialogues are in Hindi and Malayalam 
respectively with English subtitles. 
Girlfriend by Karan Razdan is the only Bollywood film to be made that 
centres on the issue of lesbianism. It has to be established from the beginning that 
this movie offers the starkest comparison of a female versus a male director’s take 
on the issue, since this is the only movie that has been directed by a male in the 
corpus of the seven films analysed in this thesis. Mehta’s Fire, as well as the other 
transnational films, though rife with problematic conceptions of a lesbian 
relationship, still offered a more tender take on the issue than Razdan. Razdan’s 
film is worthy of analysis because it is the first Bollywood film that articulates the 
word “lesbian” in its script. The character Tanya at the end of the movie screams 
her affirmation that “yes, I am a lesbian!”. This articulation is in English despite 
the rest of the movie being in Hindi. Comparing this articulation to Fire, Sita tells 
Radha that there is no word in their language for what they are. The silence with 
regards to this topic in Fire works better than the brash articulation in Girlfriend 
because the latter not only dilutes the meaning of “lesbian” but also offers an 
extremely problematic definition of what lesbianism is and why it happens. 
Girlfriend, from the beginning, is rife with stereotypical depictions of what 
constitutes a lesbian. Tanya is a sporty masculine woman who harbours feelings for 
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Sapna. Some time into the movie, we see Tanya cuts her locks and sports a 
hairstyle that mimics a male. She is also shown to be obsessive, jealous and 
harbours deep hatred for the opposite sex because she was abused as a child. Tanya 
then is the typical caricature of a lesbian that constantly perpetuates negative 
stereotypes about female homosexuality. Her hatred for the opposite sex has echoes 
of the reasons given by Amina in The World Unseen. It is almost always assumed 
that a woman likes other women as a result of being abused in childhood and 
therefore hating the opposite sex, and this automatically nullifies lesbianism as a 
sexual orientation in its own independent right without such reasons underlying the 
choices made by women who are lesbians. 
The seduction scenes in Girlfriend speak volumes about the movie’s target 
audience and the message it wants to bring across about lesbianism. The very first 
time we see Tanya’s desire for Sapna is when Sapna is in the bath-tub and Tanya is 
the voyeur. Sapna’s body then functions on two levels, firstly “as [an] erotic object 
for [Tanya] within the story, and [secondly] as erotic object for the spectator within 
the auditorium” (Nair, 54), and once again women are implicated in the voyeuristic 
process as well. This is contextualized within feminist film theory in the next 
chapter. The second time we see a seduction scene between Tanya and Sapna is 
through the process of flashback during their college days. This scene is important 
for two reasons. Firstly, it is clear that Razdan has used female homosexuality for 
exploitation to serve sensational ends. Secondly, the character of Sapna has to be 
redeemed so that she ultimately ends up in a heterosexual relationship that 
eventually leads to marriage with the blessings of the elders. The excuse given for 
Sapna’s indulgence in the intimate act is that she was drunk and therefore not in her 
senses, and was seduced by Tanya, where once again Tanya is made out to be the 
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over-sexed immoral female that is against the norms of convention. Female 
homosexuality is then used as an erotic device to attract lurid moviegoers with the 
promise of skin-shows in the course of the film, and at best the explanation for 
lesbian sex is given as being motivated by experimentation.  Razdan then manages 
to deliver “the titillating girly action his audience expects while still reinforcing the 
idea that a conscious, sober good girl like Sapna would never actually stray from 
straightness” (AfterEllen movie review, websource). This is one of the classic ways 
of denying lesbianism in a society. 
The urban locales in the film play an important role in reducing lesbianism 
into a flippant state of mind that is produced by a westernized, urban and modern 
setting. Lesbianism in Girlfriend is invariably fed to the audience as a confused 
state of mind that results from outside pressures of a westernized approach to 
living. Lesbianism in the Indian social context is then portrayed to the audience as 
a product “of ‘Western liberalization’, rather than associating [it] with older pre-
patriarchal cosmological figures or with the later autonomous Kali spectrum of 
goddesses” (Thadani, 93) as mentioned in the section of the introduction that 
outlines a history of lesbianism in India. What this suggests is that there is a refusal 
to even acknowledge the inherent presence of alternative sexualities in the Indian 
society. The projection of lesbianism as a “Western” phenomenon implies a static 
understanding of history and culture that is not open to nuances that have taken 
place in time. This can be seen in the five transnational films as well where the 
setting is an urban metropolis (Delhi in Fire, London in Chutney Popcorn, 
Glasgow in Nina’s Heavenly Delights, London in I Can’t Think Straight and Cape 
Town in The World Unseen). The relationship between the West and the Western 
notions of homosexuality are unproblematically juxtaposed with the Indian 
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family/society in these films, suggesting that Indian families and diasporas “in the 
West resemble each other regardless of location, history, class, and so forth” 
(Desai, 199). The nodes of the different urban metropolises are not identical and in 
particular, the nodes of a postcolonial metropolis “may have complex and 
contradictory relationships with (citizens of) other global cities and nation-states” 
(Desai, 209). The setting of the urban metropolises in these films also assigns a 
class-based queer sexuality, where middle- to upper-class women in these films are 
shown to be lesbians. This puts forth the notion that alternative sexualities in 
general are an elitist fashion statement of sorts, where a queer sexuality such as 
lesbianism “is affiliated with the consumption and display of luxury and especially 
Western commodities” (Desai, 194). Such a class-based notion of lesbianism does 
not give credence to lesbianism existing in a rural setting outside of a Westernized 
metropolis, an issue taken to its conclusion by Pullappally’s Sancharram. 
In a similar fashion, protests against Fire mentioned that lesbianism does 
not exist in a Hindu culture and that the movie was doing harm by ushering in a 
wretched Western culture. In the book The discovery of India, Jawaharlal Nehru 
has commented that “there is no such thing in Sanskrit literature, and 
homosexuality was evidently not approved nor at all common in India” (Thadani, 
5) and a comment by Nehru in a television programme on homosexuality in India 
that “there is no such thing in India. It has come from the West through these new 
[Indian] films” (Thadani, 6). Nehru’s claim—and indeed the claims of the Hindu 
political right—can be countered using examples from Hindu mythology that have 
male figures engaging in homosexual relations. O’Flaherty, quoted by Will Roscoe, 
says that “[i]n Sanskrit literature, male figures who engage in homosexual relations 
do so under the guise of the third-gender figure—that is, by becoming temporary 
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androgynes” (62). Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai, in their book Same-Sex Love in 
India, use the Sanskrit story of “The Embrace of Shiva and Vishnu” in the 
Bhagvata Purana to illustrate the historical existence of homosexuality in India. It 
goes as follows: 
The traditional interpretation of the story is that Vishnu’s leela 
(play) is to make Shiva forget that he is a man and become attracted 
to his Mohini [female] form. However, it is noteworthy that in this 
version, as well as in Telugu versions, it is Shiva who asks Vishnu 
to assume his Mohini form, because Shiva missed seeing it earlier 
and heard about its beauty. So Shiva is aware of the ambiguous 
nature of this male-female form. ...The stories suggest the fluidity of 
gender in sexual interaction [and a] son was born to Shiva from his 
interaction with Vishnu/Mohini. (my emphasis, 69-70) 
 
There are other versions of this story, for example, the demon Bhasmasura has to 
be vanquished and Vishnu is asked to kill the demon because Shiva has given 
Bhasmasura the power to be immortal and is thus not able to slay him. Vishnu then 
takes on the form of Mohini to seduce Bhasmasura and kill him. Shiva, in the end, 
also consummates with Mohini/Vishnu and they have a child together called 
Ayyappan. Specific reference to ‘lesbianism’ is also made in the story of 
Bhagiratha, where the name Baghiratha literally means to be born of two vaginas, 
and a medical text during the first-century in India mentions that a child born of 
two women’s sexual union will be a “boneless lump of flesh” (Vanita, “Born of 
Two Vaginas”, 548). These tales from Hindu mythology illustrate that instances 
and narratives of homosexuality have existed in the past and provide a corrective to 
claims which deny the existence of homosexuality in India.  
Similar to Nehru’s vehement proclamation, there were equally violent 
protests against the screening of Girlfriend by Hindu hardliners and political 
groups, who said that the film’s theme of lesbianism was against Indian culture. 
Repeatedly, there is the ‘othering’ of female homosexuality in India, which 
59 
 
promotes the myth of an overwhelming and singular heterosexual tradition as an 
objective historical fact that everyone abides by. The political protests these films 
elicited will be dealt with in greater detail in the next chapter. 
Finally, of particular significance is the ending of Girlfriend. Firstly, the 
definition that Tanya offers at the end about lesbianism is extremely problematic. 
After her ultimate proclamation that she is a lesbian, she goes on to say that she 
hates men and that she is a boy trapped in the body of a girl. Here, the definition of 
a lesbian is completely abused, so much so that lesbian sexuality is constructed 
along the lines of a heterosexual male’s sexuality (even confused with 
transgenderedness). The implication here then is that lesbians are simply women 
who want to act as men, and in the male-dominated world of mainstream films, 
lesbian relationships can only be introduced if they are constructed along this 
rhetoric, and these lesbian relationships are then condemned later on. The notion of 
the lesbian as an ‘invert’ (a man trapped in a woman’s body) harks back to the 
theories of nineteenth-century sexologists seen in texts such as Willa Cather’s 
Paul’s Case. The homosexual character Paul commits suicide at the end of the 
short story, thus giving the text a sense of closure by killing the main character. 
Girlfriend can be seen in a parallel to texts such as these to show how thoroughly 
regressive the film actually is. 
Secondly, progressively towards the ending, Tanya is portrayed as having 
various homicidal and sociopathic tendencies, and through her facial expressions, 
the audience start gathering that she probably has a psychological disorder. This is 
another excessively harmful stereotype associated with lesbians, that if one is a 
lesbian then she probably is mentally unstable and in need of treatment that can 
medically “correct” the behaviour through various treatments and psychological 
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counselling. Such a portrayal deems Tanya to be a dangerous breach of nature and 
tradition that must ultimately be eradicated. Her overt sexualized nature is also a 
threat to the hetero-patriarchal order, and she therefore has to be put back in her 
“correct” place. Tanya dies in the end, and the fact that through an accidental 
mishap she falls out of the window to her death where no one is directly 
responsible for her death implicates nature into this argument. Even nature then 
opposes a homosexual woman and therefore poetic justice is meted out to her and 
she is killed by her own hands. The order of the day is then restored at the end with 
a happily-ever-after heterosexual union between Sapna and Rahul, where sanctity 
of the social order is preserved. 
As a film made by a male director, it differs starkly from the five 
transnational films analyzed in the previous chapter (this will be further developed 
in the next chapter). The portrayal of women in general in Girlfriend is none too 
affirmative. Firstly, women’s friendships in this movie are belittled to the point that 
they are rife with jealousy and rivalry. Secondly, Sapna is a caricatured 
heterosexual girl who giggles all the time and is dressed in pastel colours to 
construct a resemblance to a doll-like appearance and behaviour. Razdan’s ending 
of the film is extremely negative and hypocritical, where the woman who breaches 
her sexuality is better off dead. Tejal Shah, a journalist and human rights activist 
wrote a letter to Razdan after the movie’s release, protesting such a homophobic 
portrayal of lesbianism. She says that   
Every time I hear of another lesbian suicide, another girl who 
hanged herself for being teased about her 'best' friend, another hijra 
woman raped in police custody, another woman sent for shock 
treatment and aversion therapy to cure her of her homosexuality, 
another couple put under house arrest by their parents when they 
find out about their same-sex love, I will think of this film and I will 
be reminded of the power that Bollywood wields in creating a mass 
consciousness of one sort or the other. In this case, it will be a 
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conscious, articulated, homophobia. (Countercurrents.org, 
websource) 
 
This comment shows the damaging, pervasive and persuasive effects of a medium 
such as popular cinema. While this is not to say that the audience are passive in 
engaging with such films, it brings out the grim realities faced by lesbian couples in 
the context of this dialogue, and such realities are reinforced and re-affirmed 
through the making of such films, that any transgression of female sexuality has 
violent and punitive consequences 
Parmesh Shahani in his book Gay Bombay interviews a homosexual, 
Karim, who says that “there was a limit within which I could identify with the 
protagonists in the novels [and movies]; their reality was so different from my 
reality. What I did not find...were narratives in an Indian context” (195). In light of 
this quote, the five transnational films fail to provide some sort of identification 
with gays, and especially lesbians in this case, in an Indian context. The last film of 
the whole corpus, Sancharram or The Journey by Ligy J. Pullapally, is an attempt 
to find and access “the narratives in an Indian context that [lesbians] so desperately 
sought” (original emphasis, Shahani, 195).  
Sancharram is a Malayalam film about two young girls, Kiran, a Hindu, 
and Delilah, a Christian, who become friends as young children, grow up together 
and realise that they have a life-long lesbian love for each other. In an online 
interview with AfterEllen, Pullappally says that her movie was inspired by a suicide 
of a young lesbian woman who was a university student in Kerala, which is an all 
too familiar circumstance not only in the Southern state of Kerala but all over India 
where a lesbian couple is concerned. Most lesbian suicides “go unreported as the 
surviving family members have an interest in keeping the shame and scandal 
fallout to a minimum” (AfterEllen online interview, websource). The opening 
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sequence of the movie hints at the alarming rate of lesbian suicides, where Kiran 
stands at the precipice of the rocks and waterfall trying to determine her fate. 
Pullappally, however, did not want to “send a bad message” (AfterEllen online 
interview, websource) to her audience and towards the end of the film, a 
triumphant ending takes place rather than a suicide. Pullappally also pointedly 
stated that she wanted her film to be a positive counterpoint to the film Girlfriend 
in which female homosexuality is pathologized. 
The film is set amongst a lush natural backdrop in a small village in the 
Indian state of Kerala. This setting has multiple levels of significance. Firstly, it 
indicates a movement away from the glamorized, urban images and settings of 
mainstream Bollywood cinema which dominate the popular culture scene. It shows 
the possibility of lesbian love existing in villages and other rural areas where urban 
influences are at a minimum. This then falsifies claims made by certain groups of 
people that homosexuality does not exist in Indian culture, that is a foreign Other 
and a product of Westernization. Secondly, the lyrical images of nature and 
abundant water bodies are closely associated with Kiran and Delilah and their love 
for each other. It hints at the fluid and open sexuality of the two female 
protagonists and how grounded their sexuality is in the natural ways of life. 
Thirdly, Kerala is known for its matrilineal culture (although the influence of the 
British changed this in many ways), hence making it an appropriate setting for a 
film that focuses on women—Kiran, Delilah, their mothers and Delilah’s 
grandmother. For example, the concept of ‘marumakkathayam’ is prevalent in 
Kerala, which is a matrilineal system of inheritance which was followed by all Nair 
castes including the royal families. Kiran belongs to the Nair caste in the movie an 
the scene when she steps into her ancestral house as a child illustrates the 
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matrilineal system of inheritance. In the matrilineal system, the family lives 
together in an ancestral house called a ‘Tharavad’, which comprised a mother, her 
brothers and younger sisters, and her children. Lineage is traced through the 
mother, and the children are seen to "belong" to the mother's family. Women are 
therefore foregrounded more in Indian society. Furthermore, the literacy rates in 
Kerala are higher than most other Indian states and the movie’s more positive 
attitude and reception could be explained to people being more educated as well. 
Sancharram is not a mainstream Malayalam film although Pullappally has used 
popular (and some mainstream) actors in her movie. 
Kiran’s mother takes pride in her matrilineal heritage, especially her 
inherited house and that she descends from a line of warriors. She tells her young 
daughter the history and customs of the inherited house when Kiran first steps into 
it, and tells her that the house as well as its treasures will belong to Kiran one day. 
Kiran and her mother are financially empowered in the sense that inheritance of 
wealth and property is from mother to daughter. Delilah’s mother, on the other 
hand, is a widow who single-handedly raises her sons and her daughter while 
running the household and a business. She focuses on things such as stability and 
financial well-being, and to her these things are inherently tied to notions of one’s 
reputation in society.  
Of the mature women shown in the film, Delilah’s grandmother is shown to 
be the wisest and most understanding. The grandmother witnesses the intimate 
camaraderie between Kiran and Delilah but remains supportive of the relationship 
when she tells Delilah’s mother that Delilah’s coerced marriage—because her 
family finds out about her lesbian relationship to Kiran and they consider it as 
scandalous and as bringing dishonour to the family—is just to appease society and 
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before long none of the people will even be there to remember it.  Delilah is forced 
to marry a boy of the same social standing as her family through a mutual family 
arrangement and agreement without her consent. The character of the grandmother 
is significant to two ways. Firstly, Pullappally says in her interview that the 
grandmother does not think that the lesbian relationship is something bad or that it 
is the end of the world because “maybe she had a relationship of her own” 
(AfterEllen online interview, websource). This has echoes of what the character 
Reena says in the film Chutney Popcorn in response to her mother’s query that 
homosexuality has a genetic component. Reena too says that maybe her 
grandmother had a lesbian relationship that no one knew because “she would have 
been killed in India”. The open-endedness (and open-mindedness) associated with 
the figures of the grandmothers gives a possibility of positive interpretations. 
Secondly, the portrayal of understanding grandmother figures who possibly even 
had a lesbian relationship of their own shows that historically and culturally such 
relationships have existed and they have not necessarily been condemned. It 
hearkens back to the history that has been erased by the colonial enterprise and 
subsequently by right-wing political groups such as the Shiv Sena and Bajrang Dal 
in India. Pullappally shows that the scandal associated with Kiran and Delilah’s 
relationship is mainly rooted in what other people think and the perceptions of the 
family members rather than a scandal that has its roots in history. 
Kiran and Delilah are shown to be like any other girls in the village. In fact, 
Pullappally successfully shows that even heterosexual love affairs cause major 
scandals and chaos in the community. For example, a girl does not come to school 
for two months using chicken pox as an excuse for recovering from the trauma of 
being deceived by her boyfriend. In another instance, a Muslim girl Sabiha and a 
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Hindu boy fall in love and elope together. When their parents ultimately find them 
and bring them home, they are blamed for causing dishonour and shame to their 
respective families. In both the instances, the girls are shunned by other girls in 
school as well as the village community in general. Pullappally then shows that 
even compulsory heterosexuality functions with its own set of acceptable rules that 
should not be transgressed or flouted and that it does not provide a safe haven from 
notions such as shame and disrepute. 
The institution of the family is also heavily criticized in the movie. In the 
following paragraphs, parallels will be drawn between the films Sancharram and 
Fire in their depictions of the heterosexual family unit. In Sancharram, the 
violence of the institution of the family is exposed, and in doing so, it subverts the 
romanticised vision of the heterosexual family emblematic in Bollywood films 
such as Hum Aapke Hain Koun (Who Am I To You?) and Hum Saath Saath Hain 
(We Are All Together), films which have no storyline except heavily drawn out 
sequences of heterosexual marriage rituals, feasting and celebrating the joint 
(extended) family. Delilah’s family is very nurturing and loving towards her except 
when her love for Kiran is found out. The lesbian love poses a threat to the family 
as it is conventionally understood, threatening the ability of the family to be 
respectable and honoured in the village community. For example, Delilah’s wrist is 
cut when her mother breaks the glass bangle she is wearing as a token of Kiran’s 
love for her. The blood on Delilah’s hands shows that violence becomes the face of 
the institution of the family when its very existence and reproducibility is 
threatened, and that the lesbian love will have to be smothered to ensure its own 
survival. Similarly, Kiran’s family calls her “unnatural”, “sick” and in need of 
“treatment” because “nobody will accept [her]”. It is clearly spelt out for her by her 
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father that she has to “understand [her] limitations” in being a woman and a 
lesbian, and that it is different for her uncle Govind who is gay since he is a man. 
This clearly illustrates the double-whammy of being a lesbian that although 
homosexuality is condemned, homosexual men still are in a better situation than 
homosexual women. It also shows the hypocrisy that lies in a society that prides 
itself for its matrilineal traditions, where ultimately the patriarchal system triumphs 
with the men still getting a better lot in life than women despite flouting the tenets 
of compulsory heterosexuality. The institution of the family is critiqued in a similar 
fashion by Mehta in Fire. The violent face of the heteropatriarchal family is shown 
when Radha is left to burn when her sari catches fire in the kitchen and her 
husband Ashok rushes to the aid of his mother Biji, leaving Radha to be enveloped 
in the flames. Aberrant male (hetero)sexualities in one way or another receive 
fulfilment—Ashok in a homosocial environment with his teacher, Jatin with his 
Chinese girlfriend Julie, aptly exoticized and eroticized as the Oriental Other and 
Mundu masturbating while watching pornographic videos—whereas Radha and 
Sita have to deny their own sexual desires and stand mute like their mother-in-law 
while doing the household chores, ultimately seeking comfort in each other’s arms.  
The love between Kiran and Delilah is portrayed in a tender manner which 
is not focused on overt titillation and is realistically contextualised in an Indian 
setting. For example, when Kiran realises her feelings for Delilah, Pullappally uses 
the motif of a traditional Indian dance form to portray the love and desire of the 
two women. This is significant as it marks a shift from using tropes that are 
embedded in the Hollywood tradition of romance and sexual desire, tropes that 
were used in the transnational Indian films as well as the Bollywood film (for 
example, fire and food to signify desire in the films Fire and Nina’s Heavenly 
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Delights respectively). Although traditional Indian cinematic codes such as rain 
and thunder have been used to symbolize sexuality, Sancharram does not make use 
of any butch-femme aesthetics or a heterosexual imagery to allude to the romance 
between Kiran and Delilah. In the end when Kiran cuts her hair shorter, it 
symbolizes Kiran’s freedom from the conventional expectations of a 
heteropatriarchal society to embrace her own sexuality and begin a new journey. 
The cutting of the hair here is not an allusion to becoming ‘butch’ or taking on a 
more masculine and dominant role in the manner it is shown in the movie 
Girlfriend. 
In Fire, Sita tells Radha that “there is no word in our language to describe 
what we are to each other”. A similar situation prevails in Sancharram, where there 
is no attempt made to define the relationship between Kiran and Delilah, or even to 
define what lesbianism is in such a context. For some critics, most notably a U.S. 
film critic Roger Ebert, such a silence on this subject matter has been taken as  
proof of the West’s cultural superiority and advanced politicization: 
“Lesbianism is so outside the experience of these Hindus that their 
language even lacks a word for it.” Indeed, almost all mainstream 
U.S. reviewers stress the failure of “these Hindus” to articulate 
lesbianism intelligibly, which in turn signifies the failure of the non-
West to progress toward the organization of sexuality and gender 
prevalent in the West. To these critics, ironically, lesbian or gay 
identity becomes intelligible and indeed desirable when and where it 
can be incorporated into this developmental narrative of modernity. 
(Gopinath, 633) 
 
The quote above shows that the dominant discourse that is available to articulate or 
even discuss issues such as lesbianism is steeped in nineteenth-century Western 
ideology, and that it is unimaginable to discuss or articulate it any language other 
than English. Paola Bacchetta notes that words such as lesbian and gay are “recent 
inventions in Western languages...[and that] equivalent identitary terms to 
homosexual are currently absent in Indian languages” (original emphasis, 144). A 
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film like Sancharram then shows that homosexuality, or queer sexualities and 
desire, is not a homogeneous entity in that it does not have a genealogy and history 
similar to the West. Countries that were once colonized have had centuries of 
various histories erased due to colonization.  These postcolonial countries do not 
follow a similar trajectory as the West where homosexuality is concerned. In India, 
a range of sexualities existed, and still do exist, with no point of definitive fixtures 
such as either lesbian or gay, for example men who have sex with men but do not 
identify as homosexual and lead heterosexual lives with their wives and children, 
the hijra community, and where certain sexualities are “self-organized into kinship 
networks with their own religion, symbolic system, and lifestyle” (Bacchetta, 144). 
Hence, Sancharram and Fire deploy a tactic for viewers where “seeing is less 
complicated” (Fire) than articulating a definitive point of sexuality which may not 
be accurate in the Indian context. 
This has greater implications of Western attitudes towards Indian cinema as 
a whole. Indian cinema is stereotypically viewed as a song-and-dance sequence 
which is not taken seriously unless the movies are accredited with approval by the 
West, for example the Oscar-winning movie Slumdog Millionaire. Made by a 
British director, Danny Boyle, and clinching an Oscar, the highest accolade a film 
can receive in the Western film industry, Slumdog Millionaire popularized Indian 
directors and actors as well as Hindi songs and dances. Indian critics, however, 
pointed out the fact that the movie has become a raging phenomenon precisely 
because it was made by a Western director who fed the popular imagination of 
India as poverty-stricken and movies rife with amateur love triangles. 
Continuing the discussion on Sancharram,  the first scene which shows 
both the girls as adults, Delilah offers fruit (grapes) to Kiran, invoking biblical 
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imagery of Eve offering the fruit of knowledge to Adam, in this case Kiran. This is 
significant as Pullappally later critiques Christianity for its treatment of women, 
which is then juxtaposed to the loving lesbian relationship. When Delilah is about 
to get married to Sebastian in the last scene in the film, the priest reads out that 
“wives, be submissive to your husbands as to the lord...[and] wives are subject to 
their husbands”. This clearly establishes a dominant/submissive relationship binary 
between the man and the woman right at the outset. In contrast, such a hierarchical 
relationship does not exist between Kiran and Delilah. Thus, the offering of the 
fruit of knowledge then is freed from the connotations of sin and the fall of man, 
since the relationship between Kiran and Delilah results in a knowledge that both 
of them embrace with open arms. 
This leads to the open-ended and ambiguous ending which presents various 
possibilities for the two girls. The ending shows Kiran and Delilah in a surreal 
manner, where Kiran beckons to the camera in the midst of open fields and Delilah, 
after shouting out for Kiran, is shown entering her own house with a smile and a 
nod towards the camera. In both instances, the camera can be taken to stand in for 
Delilah and Kiran respectively. One possible reading is that Delilah breaks off her 
marriage to Sebastian and the two girls get together and possibly continue to live in 
the same village in Kerala. The other possible reading is that Delilah’s shout for 
Kiran at the end highlights the ‘lack’ in a heterosexual relationship as opposed to a 
homosexual relationship, where the lack can be read in a variety of ways such as, 
lack of love, equality and completeness. This is an important affirmation since the 
love of the two women is not premised on a failed heterosexual relationship and 
neither is it posited as a perversion of a heterosexual relationship, both of which are 
seen in the movies Fire and Girlfriend respectively. The ending is then the 
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beginning of a new journey (which is the literal translation of “Sancharram”) for 
the two women regardless of the reading chosen for the ending. For Kiran, the 
decision not to commit suicide at the end is important since it shows her embracing 
her sexuality and beginning her new journey, with or without Delilah. The motif of 
the butterfly breaking out of the cocoon and flitting away is also symbolic of the 
news journey the two women decide to embark on in the end. To a certain extent, it 
also symbolizes breaking free of the fetters of a heteropatriarchal society. The 
open-endedness of the movie’s conclusion can also be compared to the The World 
Unseen, where the ambiguous ending is more favourably slanted towards the 
married woman Miriam rather than the homosexual woman Amina. The ending in 
The World Unseen shows Miriam as an individual who has grown in character over 
time and takes charge of her destiny by working in Amina’s cafe without any 
definitive relationship between the two women. Sancharram, however, presents a 
positive endorsement for same-sex love in the sense that both readings of the 
ending ultimately bear a positive message regarding lesbianism, especially so for a 
large number of women in the same situation as Kiran and Delilah who have no 
possibility of harnessing community support in rural areas in India in real-life 
situations. 
This chapter concludes that the Bollywood film Girlfriend, when compared 
to the transnational films, shows that six films in question—the five transnational 
films and the Bollywood film—work on the same line in espousing the dominant 
ideology of heteronormativity and rendering homosexuality as a western import 
that taints the Indian culture. The Malayalam film Sancharram is able to portray 
lesbianism in a positive light while at the same time localising the issue in the 
Indian social context. Thus, it tries to negotiate the tensions between the 
71 
 
homophobic Indian society, western constructions of homosexuality portrayed in 
the transnational Indian films as well as the Bollywood film, and a more positive 
portrayal of lesbians in India. Sancharram has also been successful in moving 
away from the dominance of Bollywood cinema, its popularized stereotyped 





Discussion of the seven films 
 
The previous two chapters focused on a detailed analysis of the seven films 
individually. The close-reading enabled the central argument—that the portrayal of 
lesbian women in the films reinforce negative stereotypes associated with 
lesbianism within the conservative societal Indian norm—to be taken to its 
conclusion with evidence from the movies. The evidence was interpreted within the 
wider social context of the films. 
This chapter will focus on discussing the seven films in totality and go 
beyond the close-reading done in the previous two chapters to contextualize the 
analyses done within a theoretical framework. Major issues and themes that have 
repeatedly surfaced during the close-readings of the films are the (male) gaze, the 
idea that cinema constructs an ideological view of reality, racial differences, the 
history of sexuality and  generic differences between the seven films and the 
resultant impact on the depiction of lesbianism, and performativity. These issues 
will be discussed through the lens of feminist film theory and queer theory’s focus 
on Michael Foucault and Judith Butler.  
Laura Mulvey has been hailed as the seminal theorist in feminist film 
theory to offer insights on the male gaze using psychoanalysis. Her essay ‘Visual 
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ uses Freud’s notion of scopophilia to understand 
the viewing pleasure the spectator experiences with regards to Hollywood cinema. 
Scopophilia is the “pleasure in looking” (60) and Mulvey splits the pleasure in 
looking as “active/male and passive/female” (62). Thus, the male character is “the 
agent around whom the dramatic action unfolds and the look gets organized [and] 
the female character is passive and powerless: she is the object of desire for the 
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male character(s)” (Smelik, websource). Mulvey identifies three ‘looks’ that 
sexually objectify women. The first is the look of the male character through which 
he perceives the female character on screen. The second is the look of the spectator 
through which they perceive the female character on screen. The third look is a 
combination of the first two, where the male audience is able to perceive the female 
character as their own sex object as they relate to the male character through 
looking.  
It is within these contexts that the male gaze is employed in the film Fire 
when Radha and Sita’s sexual act is witnessed first by the servant Mundu and 
reworked through the eyes of Radha’s husband Ashok. Mundu first learns of the 
sexual intimacy between Radha and Sita when he peers through the keyhole of the 
bedroom door. This invokes Mulvey’s claim that “[a]t the extreme, [scopophilia] 
can become fixated into a perversion, producing obsessive voyeurs and Peeping 
Toms whose only sexual satisfaction can come from watching, in an active 
controlling sense, an objectified other” (61). This is significant because Mundu, as 
a servant who is a marginalized Other, is denied sexual access to Radha, the object 
of his desire. He is thus able to access her through voyeurism viz a viz a gaze that 
he controls. When Mundu reveals the sexual act between the two women to Ashok, 
the scene is re-imagined and worked through the eyes of Ashok, where the image 
of Radha making love to another woman is a source of anxiety for Ashok. Ashok’s 
anxiety implicates the male spectator as well since cinema not only “satisfies a 
primordial wish for pleasurable looking, but it also goes further, developing 
scopophilia in its narcissistic aspect” (Mulvey, 61), thus allowing the spectator a 
narcissistic identification with Ashok. The lesbian sexual act is then a source of 
anxiety for both Ashok and the male spectator and needs to be obliterated. When 
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Ashok punishes Radha by making her go through the trial by fire, the male 
spectator “identifies with the main male protagonist, he projects his look onto that 
of his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of the male protagonist as he 
controls events coincides with the active power of the...look, both giving a 
satisfying sense of omnipotence” (Mulvey, 64). The female character is then found 
and judged guilty, and pleasure lies in “ascertaining guilt (immediately associated 
with castration), asserting control and subjugating the guilty person through 
punishment or forgiveness” (Mulvey, 65). 
The film explicitly links the sexuality of a lower-class male servant—
Mundu—to the ‘deviant’ act of the two women when Radha compares her love for 
Sita as akin to Mundu’s masturbatory episodes in front of Biji. Ashok’s dismissal 
of Mundu after he witnesses the act of lovemaking between Radha and Sita makes 
it clear that Mundu’s greater sin is not his viewing of Western pornography in front 
of the elderly matriarch but his witnessing of the sexual activity between the two 
women (Mundu was counselled and even excused by the Swami for masturbating 
to pornography). Mundu’s act of seeing is then a violation of the middle-class 
man’s honour (Ashok) which is polluted by the gaze of the lower-class servant. 
The female character Tanya in Girlfriend is also found guilty at the end of 
the movie. Tanya’s guilt is also sealed by punishment meted out to her and she 
dies. The female character is a source of much deeper fears in this case because her 
lesbian sexual intimacy rejects male desire in its entirety. As a pathological lesbian, 
Tanya negates the “complete disavowal of castration by...[refusing to turn herself] 
into a fetish so that [she] becomes...dangerous” (Mulvey, 65). Tanya then is not 
associated with fetishistic scopophilia—where the woman is no longer guilty and is 
objectified as the perfect product of beauty—instead she connotes the threat of 
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castration. The cinematic narrative then necessarily demands sadism to eradicate 
the threat that Tanya poses both to the male protagonist in the film as well as the 
male spectator. 
Although the above readings fit well into the framework provided by 
Mulvey, her theory falls short in addressing the question of female spectatorship or 
a female gaze. She addresses this gap in her essay ‘Afterthoughts on “Visual 
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”’, where “the female spectator...temporarily accepts 
‘masculinisation’ in memory of her ‘active’ phase” (129), thus bringing about a 
“trans-sex identification” (125). Nonetheless, the female spectator still remains 
“restless in its transvestite clothes” (129). This still does not provide an adequate 
theorisation for female spectatorship or the gaze that is employed, whether lesbian 
or otherwise. Mulvey’s division of active/male and passive/female “seems so 
complete that the source of a female desire or a woman’s discourse seems 
impossible to determine” (Thornham, 43). For Mulvey, a female gaze cannot exist 
because she uses traditional Freudian theory and psychoanalysis to shape her 
argument, where the female spectator identifies with the male gaze to perform her 
penis envy. A reversal of the gaze is also not an option for Mulvey as it would only 
serve to reinforce domination because the woman would then take on the 
masculine role of bearing the gaze. 
Mulvey’s argument can be complemented by bell hooks’ article “The 
Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators”, where hooks argues that black 
females deconstruct Mulvey’s exposition of the male gaze by actively resisting 
dominant ways of looking and knowing. In this case, the character Reena in 
Chutney Popcorn does provide an instance of a female gaze instead of a male gaze 
when she photographs exquisitely hennaed bodies. The gaze behind the camera is 
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that of a female, in this instance a lesbian. Such a gaze “allows for a female homo-
erotic pleasure which is not exclusively negotiated through the eyes of men” 
(Smelik, websource). However, the female gaze is not sustained throughout the 
movie. Eventually, all the films (with the exception of Sancharram, which will be 
discussed in the next paragraph) “cannot simply be outside patriarchal relations” 
(original emphasis, Thornham, 132). Although the films try very hard to establish 
other possibilities for seeing and making meaning, the film-makers ultimately 
“[draw] on existing cinematic codes...for cinematic meaning, pleasure and 
identification” (Thornham, 132). Here, existing cinematic codes refer to the 
predominant structures of viewing through the male gaze and using heterosexual 
motifs for making meaning.  According to Susan Hayward, a move away from 
existing cinematic codes would be something that “is oppositional, exposes 
hegemony practices, unfixes—renders unstable—stereotypes, makes visible what 
has been normalized or invisibilized” (83). While trying to provide moments of 
resistance, for example in Chutney Popcorn by employing the female gaze in 
certain instances, the issue of lesbianism in these movies “cannot be fully outside 
the structures of patriarchal cultural relations, but nor can it be contained by them” 
(Thornham, 132). This will be further elaborated in the disavowal of the directors 
in firmly situating their films as lesbian films and the discussion on the political 
protests elicited by the films. 
Anneke Smelik writes that for Teresa de Lauretis, feminist cinema should 
define “all points of identification (with character, image, camera) as female, 
feminine or feminist” (quoted in Smelik, websource). Ligy J. Pullappally’s 
Sancharram comes closest to this description by de Lauretis. Sancharram’s central 
focus is on women—the two main protagonists Kiran and Delilah, their mothers 
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and Delilah’s grandmother. Apart from the issue of lesbianism, the movie also 
focuses on the mothers and the grandmother who are women with different roles 
with regards to the position they occupy within the family and Indian society. The 
female spectator then is able to view the film “from a variety of subject positions; 
indeed she tends to identify with...the roles of daughter, wife and mother [rather 
than with a single person]” (original emphasis, Mary Ann Doane quoted in 
Thornham, 63). The female spectator is able to see “moments of resistance in 
which [the] women have been able to represent themselves to themselves through 
the mediation of their own gazes” (Linda Williams quoted in Thornham, 63). An 
example of this is when the spectator is given Delilah’s point of view vis-à-vis the 
camera while she is kneeling at the church altar during her wedding to Sebastian 
and the priest is reading out the wedding vows. The people around Delilah are 
shown as “elongated and blurred” (Mokkil, 25) as they are seen from Delilah’s 
position (kneeling down) and point of view. The instance of the male lover’s gaze 
that objectifies the woman is also reversed in this movie. It is Kiran who gazes 
intently at Delilah at various moments in the movie, where Delilah is neither 
threatening (because of ‘lack’ or castration anxiety) nor turned into a fetish.  
According to Kaja Silverman, “such a reconceptualization makes it possible to 
speak for the first time about a genuinely oppositional desire—to speak about a 
desire which challenges dominance from within representation and meaning” 
(quoted in Thornham, 125). Oppositional desire here would mean having the 
woman as an agent of desire and thus opening up other possibilities of agency for 
the woman which do not position the woman as an object but rather the subject of 
the gaze. Both instances of female point-of-view (Delilah) and Kiran’s female gaze 
are in opposition to the male gaze. The women are not objectified as passive 
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objects who internalize either the male point-of-view or gaze. Both women are 
subjects and the acts of looking are accorded with a certain amount of agency and 
power where the male gaze can be deconstructed by actively resisting dominant 
ways of looking and being looked at. 
However, films like Girlfriend “relegate lesbian desire either to the realm of 
the (immature) pre-Oedipal or to the status of the merely imitative (“I’m looking, 
as a man would, for a woman”)...[and] risks leaving the structures of 
heterosexuality (and perhaps heterosexism) untouched” (Thornham, 123). This is 
exemplified in the character Tanya who exclaims that she is a lesbian who hates 
men and that she is a boy trapped in the body of a girl. The notion of the ‘boy 
trapped in the body of a girl’ has two important implications. It alludes to the 
conception of a lesbian as “I’m looking, as a man would, for a woman” (Kristeva 
quoted in Thornham, 122) thus rendering lesbianism as an imitative model. More 
importantly, the exclamation that Tanya is a boy trapped in the body of a girl 
confuses this definition offered with transgendered-ness. Lesbianism then comes 
across as a reductive concept which can be conflated with other completely 
different issues, thus bringing about a general misconception with regards to the 
definition of a lesbian or lesbian identity.  
Karan Razdan attempts a reversal of the male gaze in Girlfriend as well. 
This occurs when Tanya is gazing at Sapna, the object of her desire, while Sapna is 
in the bathtub and Tanya peers through a half-open door at her (refer to Chapter 
Two, 55). Tanya’s “tomboy pleasures” (Thornham, 51) can only be accommodated 
when she is “dressed in men’s clothing” (Thornham, 51), and therefore her “access 
to desire...is through ‘masculine identification’...[a] system which precludes her 
access to desire in her own right” (original emphasis, Thornham, 43). Thus, in B. 
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Ruby Rich’s words, “there still don’t seem to be any women there” (quoted in 
Thornham, 51) since Tanya’s stance and gaze is masculine. Razdan’s attempt at 
showing a possible instance of a female gaze and desire then is “almost exclusively 
understood in male (and commonly heterocentric) terms [and can’t] be transformed 
so that it is capable of accommodating the very category on whose exclusion it has 
been made possible” (Grosz quoted in Thornham, 118). Sapna, on the other hand, 
as the objectified female seen through Tanya’s gaze and the (male) spectator’s 
gaze, is fetishized as the perfect product of beauty that alleviates the threat posed to 
the (male) spectator in the cinema hall through the figure of Tanya.  
Sue Thornham theorizes that there is a  
tendency, during the course of the narrative, to replace [the 
woman’s] point of view with that of an authoritative masculine 
discourse. This discourse, most frequently the medical discourse, 
diagnoses the female protagonist’s ‘symptoms’, by subjecting her to 
the ‘medical gaze’, and then proceeds to restore her to 
normality/passivity by ‘curing’ her. (53) 
 
The relevance of the above quote to the character Tanya can be seen when her 
homosexuality is pathologized and it is shown to the audience that she is in need of 
medical treatment to ‘cure’ her. The basis for medical treatment for homosexuality 
is also recorded in Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, where the “psychological, 
psychiatric, medical category of homosexuality was constituted from the moment it 
was characterized” (43) and “an entire medico-sexual regime took hold of the 
family milieu” (42). This meant that “the sexual domain was...placed under the rule 
of the normal and the pathological” (Foucault, 67) where the pathological domain 
called for “therapeutic or normalizing interventions” (Foucault, 68). Such an 
attitude is also prevalent in some of the transnational films such as Chutney 
Popcorn where Reena’s mother tells her that her lesbianism is a disease and she 
should see a doctor for a cure. In I Can’t Think Straight, Leyla’s mother tells her 
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that not only is her lesbianism a sin but that it is also an infectious disease (“who 
did this to you?”) that is ‘contagious’ if not cured by proper medical treatment. 
Although “[t]he experience and representation of lesbianism in India have much in 
common with those in the West” (Vanita, 246) in today’s time period, it must be 
noted here that such a discourse on the medicalization of (homo)sexuality is 
specific to nineteenth-century Europe. Following the colonial rule in India, the 
medicalization of homosexuality in India was a result of conforming to the 
Victorian rules and regulations (Vanita, 246).  
The film Girlfriend is significant in yet another way because it is the only 
film—in the corpus of seven films and in being the first Bollywood production on 
lesbianism—by a male director. This has implications for the way the issue of 
lesbianism is represented. Although Karan Razdan attempts to place a woman-
centred narrative and woman’s desire at the heart of his story, it is a film that still 
does not “offer resistance to the objectification of woman as spectacle 
characteristic of a male-centred narrative” (original emphasis, Thornham, 52). 
Razdan’s depiction of Tanya as a lesbian with pathological and homicidal 
tendencies conforms to a popular stereotype that feeds on the anxieties of the male 
audience when confronted with a woman’s desire that negates male sexual desire 
completely. Tanya is then completely de-eroticized towards the end of the movie 
and is instead invested with “fear, anxiety [and] horror” (Mary Ann Doane quoted 
in Thornham, 53). Razdan’s version of lesbianism in comparison to what the 
female directors have depicted is certainly more lurid and less optimistic. Razdan’s 
movie has set a trend in Hindi cinema of ‘lez-ploitation’ (Sukthankar, websource), 
a casual slang term used in movie reviews by critics to describe the exploitation of 
female homosexuality and skin shows to attract more movie-goers to theatres with 
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the promise of a shock value. According to Christine Gledhill, the figure of woman 
becomes a site of contestation for both male and female voices (173)—the lesbian 
woman then is a site of contestation in the movies made by the female directors and 
the male director. Razdan, through his caricatured view of lesbianism, offers a very 
masculine process of looking and “fewer options for identification” (original 
emphasis, Thornham, 53) for its female audience.  
At this point, it is important to note that the female spectator and a feminine 
process of looking are not static, passive and immune to the influence of external 
forces and change. According to Shohini Ghosh, issues such as power and 
resistance also need to be addressed (34). Cinematic representations  
mobilize viewing positions and identifications through a variety of 
means, but the diversity of socio-historical contexts and multiply 
constituted identities along with collective and personal histories of 
the viewer allowed for a multitude of interpretative possibilities. 
(Ghosh, 34) 
 
An example of different interpretative possibilities as well as different 
identifications is given by Sue-Ellen Case. According to her, “not all men are 
gazing erotically at women, some women are gazing erotically at women, some 
women who are gazed upon look like women, some men gazed upon by men look 
like women” (quoted in Ghosh, 35). This is applicable to the seven films discussed, 
where the gaze by the audience is engaged in a struggle to make meaning out of the 
repertoire of images on the screen with regards to the issue of lesbianism in the 
Indian societal context. Each of the seven films is “the site of struggle—over which 
meanings about an event or narrative will be ‘encoded’ by the producers, which 
meanings will be ‘structured in dominance’ in the text, and which meanings will be 
read off (‘decoded’) by the audience/spectator” (Thornham, 70).The films are then 
polysemic in nature, where the dominant message can be contested and resisted by 
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the subordinate groups in society. A text’s meaning therefore is the “product of 
negotiation and contradiction first within the text itself...second within the text-
reader relationship...and third within the act of reading” (Thornham, 76). This also 
points to Christine Gledhill’s concept of pleasurable negotiation, where the term 
implies “the holding together of opposite sides in an ongoing process of give-and-
take...[where] meaning is neither imposed nor imbibed, but arises out of a struggle 
or negotiation between competing frames of reference, motivation and experience” 
(169) and can be analysed at the levels of institutions, texts and audience. 
However, the films in question espouse a ‘dominant ideology’, that is, the 
dominant meaning that is enforced by the films (with the exception of Sancharram) 
still panders to the heterosexual status quo. In an era of globalisation and 
capitalism, it cannot be ignored that “the potential market represented by groups 
emerging into new public self-identity and its processes invariably turn alternative 
lifestyles [such as lesbianism] into commodities, through which they are subtly 
modified and thereby recuperated for the status quo” (Gledhill, 172). This is 
especially seen in the disavowing statements made by the directors of the films. 
While most of the directors have taken a bold step in producing such films, they are 
still constrained by the audience and hence make certain gestures in ameliorating 
the intensity of the messages in their films. Below is a series of comments made by 
the various film directors. 
Deepa Mehta (on Fire): I feel happy to see other filmmakers going 
into the theme. But I repeat, I wasn’t making a film on lesbianism. It 
was about subjugation and repression. (Jha, websource) 
 
Nisha Ganatra (on Chutney Popcorn): I really wanted to make sure 
the movie was not about the Indian American experience and not 
about gay and lesbian experience. I wanted it to be entertaining first 




Pratibha Parmar (on Nina’s Heavenly Delights): The 21st century 
people have got past the labelling and ghettoizing. ...Nina is more of 
a fantasy and has a magical strand running through it. I was keen not 
to make a social realist drama so everyone gets to live happily ever 
after. (Munro, websource) 
 
Shamim Sarif (on both I Can’t Think Straight and The World 
Unseen): I wanted the people to go in and enjoy the [movies] both in 
groups and in couples, and really enjoy themselves. (FemaleFirst, 
websource) 
 
Karan Razdan (on Girlfriend): Yes, it is titillating. We are playing to 
the gallery. (The Times of India, websource) 
 
Ligy Pullappally (on Sancharram): I really wanted to make that 
film, because Fire had existed out there since 1996, and I didn’t 
want that to be the only thing representing lesbians in India. 
(Swartz, websource) 
 
The comments above made by the various directors point out that although they 
take a bold step in opening up the issue of lesbianism in the Indian societal context, 
they hedge up the issue by making statements of disavowal. An exception to this is 
Pullappally’s statement. Pullappally pointedly states in her interview that she 
wanted to make a film on lesbianism in India to counter the negative images 
previously associated with Fire and Girlfriend. Pullappally’s Sancharram is an 
attempt to bridge the gap by providing a positive repertoire of images and narrative 
on female homosexuality in India that the transnational films and the Bollywood 
film have failed to do. 
The political protests that films like Fire and Girlfriend elicited need to be 
mentioned at this point as well. These two films have generated the most hype and 
violent protests due to the fact that Fire was the first ever film made on the issue of 
lesbianism in India and Girlfriend was the first Bollywood film to articulate the 
word ‘lesbian’ in English upfront to the audience. The Hindu Right Wing 
dominates the political scene in India. The Bharatiya Janata Party dominates the 
Hindu Right Wing, and has alliances with other prominent and influential Hindutva 
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groups such as the Shiv Sena, Bajrang Dal and the Shri Ram Sena. These groups 
are dominated by male members. The women’s group equivalent to the Shiv Sena 
is known as Mahila Aghadi Sena (Women’s Front).   
During the initial weeks of its release, Fire was showing in theatres packed 
with audience until the Hindu supremacist group Shiv Sena vandalized and set the 
theatres on fire in various places in India, held violent protests and illegally 
arrested members of the public who showed support for the film and threatened the 
public as well as the women actors of the film (Shabana Azmi and her husband 
Javed Akhtar, and Nandita Das). Shiv Sena said Fire was a lesbian film and that 
lesbianism was not Indian. Shiv Sena’s leader Bal Thackeray condemned Fire (and 
later on Girlfriend) on the basis that homosexuality was not Hindu and therefore 
not Indian. In that sense, Shiv Sena mobilised to “ ‘protect’ the threatened nation 
from homosexuality constructed alternatively as an outside Western contagion 
(diasporic cultural production and economic globalization)” (Desai, 182) and “the 
rhetoric on Fire varied from attempts by the Hindu Right to communalize the film 
by marking it as an attack on Hindu culture to suggesting that lesbianism, like 
AIDS, is a transnationally transmitted disease infecting a vulnerable Indian nation 
(particularly and implicitly Indian women and femininity)” (Desai, 182). In part, 
this explains the inefficacy of transnational Indian films, which form the bulk of 
production nowadays on topics such as lesbianism, in bringing about a positive 
attitude or a positive rendition on the subject because the transnational realm is 
seen as the ‘West’, the foreign Other, as outside to Indian culture where 
heteronormativity becomes “a constant and natural presence that historically 
always requires protection from external threat whether it be Muslims or 
globalization” (Desai, 183). However, the transnational films are problematic in 
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themselves as they gloss over several issues such as race and a history of sexuality, 
points that will be discussed in later paragraphs. 
Of particular interest are the protests from women’s groups—the Mahila 
Aghadi Sena, liberal feminist groups as well as lesbian activists—in relation to the 
film Fire. Mahila Aghadi Sena’s zonal-in-charge, Meena Kambli, vandalised 
theatres and her mob of women tore down posters of the film and smashed 
showcases, forcing the suspension of screenings in various theatres. Tickets were 
refunded because the respective theatre managements were terrified of the 
behaviour of the Mahila Aghadi. After the rioting, Meena Kambli said that "films 
like Fire have a bad influence on Hindu culture. The majority of women in our 
society do not even know about things like lesbianism. Why expose them to it?" 
(Frontline, websource). She further went on to criticize the actress Shabana Azmi 
for ‘exposing’ herself during the lovemaking scene in the film. Mahila Aghadi’s 
petition to the Maharashtra Minister for Culture Pramod Navalkar claimed that if 
"women's physical needs get fulfilled through lesbian acts, the institution of 
marriage will collapse and reproduction of human beings will stop" (Frontline, 
websource). This extreme and almost hysterical homophobia of this women’s 
group underlines the important role these women played in the Hindutva movement 
against the depiction of lesbianism in an Indian societal context. To claim that most 
women do not know that lesbianism exists in India is to deny the history as well as 
the existence of lesbians in India. Furthermore, the Indian woman is reduced to the 
status of a passive object who will easily get influenced by the doctrines shown on 
the screen. 
The liberal feminist groups took a non-committal stance on the film by 
participating in protests that were against the Mahila Agadhi but not directly for a 
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lesbian standpoint. Feminist group Jagori participated actively in the protests and 
represented the majority of the liberal feminist groups. They displayed a poster 
which garnered much attention as well as criticism from other women activists. 
Their poster said “What we are fighting for is the right to express ourselves” 
(quoted in Desai, 179). Such a standpoint “attests to the refusal of lesbian politics 
by a feminist organization” (Desai, 179) and hence several other groups along with 
Jagori were forced to face their own heterosexism and homophobia in the wake of 
the release of the film Fire as well as the protests that it elicited.  
Lesbian activists were divided in their response to the film Fire. Certain 
groups advocated the film for its sensitive and realistic portrayal of lesbianism. 
They applauded Deepa Mehta for making the issue publicly visible for the first 
time in India for discussion and debate. Yet certain other groups did not pledge 
solidarity with either Deepa Mehta or their other sister groups and activists because 
these groups criticized the film for showing lesbianism in a negative light as a 
result of failed heterosexual relationships. This creates a double-bind for these 
groups where, on the one hand, they are fighting for their rights as homosexuals, 
and on the other hand, they are forced to oppose a film that centres on the issue of 
their rights because of its negative portrayal of lesbianism. Such inconsistencies 
within lesbian activists weaken their own standpoint and political efficacy in 
pushing for the rights of minority groups such as themselves. In light of the protests 
that took place, political groups in power such as the Shiv Sena viewed the protests 
by lesbian activists as amateur and divisive in nature. The inconsistencies and 
differences of opinion between the various women’s groups were ultimately 
overshadowed by the dominant rhetoric of the Shiv Sena’s labelling of the film as 
‘un-Indian’ and the issue of lesbianism as ‘corrupting’ the minds of gullible Indian 
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women, and Mehta’s defensive denial that the film was not about lesbianism did 
nothing to anchor the issue in an optimistic light. 
Eight years after the release of Fire, the film Girlfriend in the year 2004 
followed the exact same fate in the hands of the exact same political groups. The 
nature of the violent protests was no different from what had occurred in the 
theatres 1996 when Fire was released. Newspaper reports by The Independent 
stated that “Hindu extremists laid siege to a Bombay cinema, smashing windows 
and burning effigies on the street outside, demanding that the screening of 
[Girlfriend] be stopped...for them it was enough that the film even mentioned the 
subject, let alone that it contained physical depictions of  lesbian sex” (websource). 
In a span of eight years, nothing had changed with regards to the attitudes of 
different political and cultural groups in power whose rhetoric greatly influences 
the general public. In the same year, 2004, the Indian government opposed the first 
petition sent to the Delhi Supreme Court to legalise homosexuality. In 2009 when 
India made the historic decision to change its 150-year-old penal code and legalise 
homosexuality, the move was met with elated approval from gay and human rights 
activists, but it was largely condemned by the general public as well as religious 
and political leaders whose decisions are very influential in the country. For 
example, factions of the Bharatiya Janata Party played a major role in 
orchestrating and inciting violence and hatred during the Gujarat communal riots 
(between Hindus and Muslims) in the year 2002 where over a thousand people 
died. Similarly, Hindu, Christian, Muslim and Sikh religious as well as political 
leaders condemned the Delhi Supreme Court’s decision to legalise homosexuality 
and the social stigma still remains. 
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The directors’ disavowing statements and the political protests of the films 
have been discussed at some length in this chapter because it shows the extent to 
which cinematic texts—in this case the seven lesbian films—become 
overdetermined as carriers of ‘dominant’ ideologies and hence take on a larger-
than-life significance where contentious issues such as homosexuality are 
concerned. On the one hand, the competing struggles of different groups in power 
can be seen as struggles over the regulation of women’s bodies and sexualities and 
the extent of their visibility at different locations. On the other hand, it also goes to 
show how identities become fixed by particular ideologies and discourses at a point 
in time, “however unsuccessfully, temporarily or contradictorily” (Jackie Stacey 
quoted in Thornham, 87). According to Michel Foucault, power does not 
necessarily assert itself through mechanisms of repression, censorship and denial. 
Power also works positively to construct identities of certain subjects. For example, 
he says that 
a whole series of discourses on the species and subspecies of 
homosexuality, inversion, pederasty and “psychic hermaphrodism” 
made possible a strong advance of social controls into this area of 
“perversity”; but it also made possible the formation of a “reverse” 
discourse: homosexuality began to speak in its own behalf, to 
demand that its legitimacy or “naturality” be acknowledged, often in 
the same vocabulary, using the same categories by which it was 
medically disqualified. (101)  
 
This is relevant because although political and cultural groups held protests against 
female homosexuality (as individuals, as a subject and as an identity), competing 
discourses actually unified homosexuals in India, male, female or transgendered, to 
articulate their own identity positions viz a viz the films, the rhetoric of the protests 
as well as within themselves. For example, by the year 2004, the first round of 
petitions had started going round to the Delhi Supreme Court for the 
decriminalization of homosexuality because different ‘queer’ groups had managed 
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to come together to mobilize themselves as having distinct identities and voices 
that demanded a recognition. Lesbian activists were able to use a vocabulary that is 
outside of the historical spectrum of sexuality in India to their distinct advantage to 
forward a political agenda. It then culminated in a successful petition in 2009 that 
led to the legalization of homosexuality in India, although the positive 
ramifications of this historic outcome remain to be seen. However, overall the films 
themselves subscribe to negative images and stereotypes of lesbianism that the 
protestors capitalised on and incited negative sentiments of the general public.  
The division in responses, particularly by the women’s groups, also goes to 
show the invisibility of the lesbian spectator, where dominant modes of seeing and 
representation “depend on the relegation to the margins (as other) of those 
paradigms which might insist on seeing differently” (Thornham, 118). Conceiving 
lesbian desire unproblematically has not been possible in Indian cinema, where 
“sexual hierarchy in cinema simply cannot account for lesbian desire either as 
representation or as spectator position” (Thornham, 118). Later theoretical 
challenges still tend to affirm heterosexual norms and binaries of male/female as a 
basis for cinematic identification. Here, it is worthwhile pointing out that due to 
inadequate academic intervention around issues of spectatorship in India, the 
lesbian spectator has been excluded in theory as well as representation. 
The question of race in relation to feminist film theory and queer theory 
needs to be addressed as well, especially with regards to the transnational Indian 
films discussed. Jane Gaines in her essay “White Privilege and Looking Relations” 
says that “[t]he male/female opposition, seemingly so fundamental to feminism, 
may actually lock us into modes of analysis which will continually misinterpret the 
position of many women. Thus it is that women of colour, like lesbians, an 
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afterthought in feminist analysis, remain unassimilated by this problematic” (294). 
The transnational Indian films in question employ strategies that encourage the 
viewer to gloss over the racial issues at hand. For example, the actress Lisa Ray in I 
Can’t Think Straight and The World Unseen comes close to the white Western 
ideal with regards to her racial body—she is extremely fair by Indian standards and 
has blue eyes. In Chutney Popcorn and Nina’s Heavenly Delights, the Indian 
lesbian is an exoticized Other who is readily available for consumption by both 
heteronormative white ideals as well as white queer ideals—Nisha Ganatra (Reena) 
draws exotic henna motifs on white bodies and Shelly Conn (Nina) cooks exotic 
Indian food to entice consumers of both her restaurant and her movie. The 
“commodity culture creation of the lesbian [through these actresses] is rooted in an 
aesthetic chic that pretends that “race”, especially non-Whiteness, is of no 
consequence at all” (Nair, 411). As argued in Chapter One, this unproblematic 
stance with regards to race can be seen to be progressive especially in the context 
of multiculturalism. However, such a stance ignores the “connection between 
gender, class and race oppression” (Gaines, 297) that many Indian women face, 
especially if they identify as queer, and if they are living outside India, a 
combination of being queer and racism can complicate matters even further. More 
importantly, the ‘whiteness’ of the racial body and consumer culture depiction of 
lesbianism in these movies ensure that the issue is carefully structured to fit White 
heterosexual norms, thus avoiding potential homophobic attacks on the films. 
Looking relations, both male and female, thus far have been dominated by 
white Western culture. bell hooks writes that “many feminist critics continue to 
structure their discourse as though it speaks about ‘women’ when in actuality it 
speaks only about white women” (314). What this amounts to is that the concept of 
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‘Woman’ “effaces the difference between women in specific socio-historical 
contexts...for it is only as one imagines ‘woman’ in the abstract, when woman 
becomes fiction or fantasy, can race not be seen as significant” (hooks, 314). This 
then leads to another important consideration in the transnational films, and that is 
the history of sexuality.  
Foucault’s conception of sexuality is that it is a social construct arising out 
of differing discourses as a means of social control. It is a conception of sexuality 
that is steeped in a Euro-American socio-historical context. Nowhere does Foucault 
take into account the advent of colonisation which changed and impacted the 
history of sexuality conceived in colonised countries such as India. According to 
Laura Ann Stoler, Foucault “inadequately addressed colonialism as essential to the 
emergence of sexuality in modernity” (Desai, 190). A denial of an Indian 
understanding of (homo)sexuality, where Victorian morale became the order of the 
day during colonisation and pre-colonial histories were effaced, fails to take into 
account “women who want to contest a very race- and class-specific 
heteronormativity” (Nair, 416) in a transnational arena. Such a denial also means 
that there is an assumption that same-sex practices globally can be identified by 
Westerns norms and practices, and that sexualities that came about as a result of 
modernity occurred in the same fashion everywhere (Desai, 182). The double-
whammy of being lesbian or gay in the West, where there is social stigma not only 
with regards to one’s sexual orientation but also race, force the Indian queer 
community to “seek originary and returning narratives of sexuality” (Desai, 188). 
However, according to Nayan Shah, an excessive reliance on history can lead to a 
vicious cycle where in order to sanction a queer identity, a recourse to history will 
be inevitable thus denying a queer existence in its own right (quoted in Desai, 188). 
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Hence, a constant return to historical narratives has its own pitfalls, but it becomes 
a necessary point of return to contest hegemonic and overarching heteronormative 
histories of sexuality that silence non-heteronormative accounts of existence. 
While feminist film theory has started to take into account representations 
of black womanhood and black female spectators, it is still lacking in a theoretical 
tradition of the issue of representation and spectatorship of other people of colour, 
for example Indian women. Also, popular representations of the South Asian 
community, especially in the West, still have traces of oppression and exploitation. 
To a certain extent, women within the South Asian community are still infantilized 
and the maintenance of (White supremacist) patriarchy is further strengthened 
through “the institutionalization via mass media of specific images [and] 
representations of race” (hooks quoted in Thornham, 142).  Such stereotypes are 
“not arbitrary...[but] are based on relations of seeing, in which objects are 
perceived as reflections or distortions of the (idealized) image of the self” 
(Thornham, 148). The seven films discussed in this thesis provide an opportunity to 
bring forth pertinent issues such as socio-historic and racial differences that have 
thus far been effaced from different theoretical traditions. The film Sancharram 
especially negotiates the tensions of representing Indian women’s sexuality—
lesbianism—in an Indian socio-historical context and within the parameters of a 
specific Indian language (Malayalam). It can be argued here that India is comprised 
of several different states which in turn have several different languages, and that 
Sancharram is but one representational aspect of the issue of lesbianism in India. 
However, it is also true that none of the Indian languages (as also mentioned by 
Sita in Fire) have a specific word that connotes lesbianism, and the history of 
sexuality in India is one that is shared throughout the country. 
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The generic differences between the seven films also play a part in looking 
relations and the ways in which lesbians of an Indian origin are seen and perceived 
in global cultures. There is an inherent struggle within and between the films of 
intention and verisimilitude, that is, with the intentions of the directors and the 
likeness or resemblance of the truth—what it is and what it could/ought to have 
been. According to Atticus Narain, “[t]he fragile relationship between difference 
and similarity allows ideology to function as possible attainment through 
identification. This identification must not be so real as to render it a “real” 
representation. It is within this mimetic image/gaze relation that Hindi films serve 
to provide ideals to be attained and desired” (176). A certain distance from reality 
(verisimilitude) and the image on screen has to be maintained in order to produce 
and regulate female sexuality on screen within a patriarchal culture. Thus, the films 
show the possibility of lesbian desire but at the same time careful measures are 
taken to disavow this desire so that it does not become a threatening message to the 
audience. An example of this is mentioned in Chapter One where mothers are 
pitched as enemies of the lesbian daughters in the transnational Indian films which 
potentially erode a support system for the lesbian daughters. This tension between 
intention versus verisimilitude then ensures that a message that is too accepting of 
lesbianism is not conveyed to the audience by the mothers’ blatant rejection of it 
and not supporting their daughters in their choice of sexuality. Mary Ann Doane 
writes of this tension as well that “[t]here is an extremely strong temptation to find 
in these films a viable alternative to the unrelenting objectification and oppression 
of the figure of the woman in mainstream...cinema” (quoted in Thornham, 55), and 
it is a temptation that as critics and audience we must resist because “the woman’s 
film does not provide us with an access to pure and authentic female subjectivity, 
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much as we might like it to do so” (Mary Ann Doane quoted in Thornham, 55). In 
a similar fashion, these films—the transnational films and the Bollywood film 
especially—do not provide an authentic reality of lesbian desire as well as the 
harsh realities that Indian lesbians face in real life. This has important implications 
on the ways in which lesbians of an Indian origin are being presented and seen in 
global cultures because the films ultimately endorse a non-threatening message that 
caters to the heteropatriarchal status quo.  
The film Sancharram, however, tries to negotiate these tensions by showing 
in the movie the issue of lesbian suicides that plagues the homosexual community 
in reality, especially women, when they are denied by family and society to be 
together because of their sexual orientation. It is a reality that is generally shrouded 
by silence due to notions of familial (dis)honour and shame. It further tries to 
negotiate tensions between the languages of the films, Malayalam as opposed to 
English or Hindi.  The transnational films in English, at the linguistic level, try to 
avoid and transcend the cultural baggage of the taboo topic of lesbianism. 
Lesbianism in these films then is situated within a western model, where the 
language and descriptors used do not have an equivalent in an Indian language. 
Girlfriend, though in Hindi, uses the same tactic by deploying the definition of the 
word ‘lesbian’ in English in the film.  
Dale Spender says that language is a “paradox for human beings: it is both a 
creative and an inhibiting vehicle. On the one hand, it offers immense freedom for 
it allows us to ‘create’ the world we live in...on the other hand, we are restricted by 
that creation, limited to its confines, and, it appears, we resist, fear and dread any 
modifications to the structures we have initially created...[thus constituting] a 
language trap” (original emphasis, 96).  The articulation of the word ‘lesbian’ in 
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Girlfriend (or even ‘dyke’ and ‘butch’ that is used in the other transnational films) 
then is a term that is not culturally consistent in an Indian framework, and the 
avoidance of this term in movies such as Fire and Sancharram is seen as a silence, 
especially by western film critics (refer to Chapter Two). This constitutes the 
language trap that Spender talks about, where both utterance and silence are 
construed as problematic. Margaret Doyle further explicates that English language 
usage can be rife with problems “when it does not reflect the way we live. It 
becomes awkward, ambiguous, inaccurate, and insensitive. If our language leads to 
misunderstandings or offends people we are trying to reach, it fails to do what we 
want it to do; it ceases to be an effective tool of communication” (149). The 
utterance of ‘lesbian’ in Girlfriend and its resultant meaning (“I am a boy trapped 
in the body of a girl”, confused with transgenderedness) has the effect that Doyle 
postulates. Hence, the silence with regards to this topic in Fire and Sancharram 
which is deemed as ineffective by western critics is actually effectively able to 
negotiate the linguistic tensions that result in automatically translating or mapping 
the English terms onto non-English languages and cultural contexts. Such 
translating or mapping over is “superficial, ineffectual, and on occasion actually 
counterproductive” (Cameron, 162), and such usage of the English language 
reinforces negative portrayals of what it means to be a lesbian in an Indian cultural 
context. In Sancharram, vernacular Malayalam is used throughout the movie and 
the same-sex desire is not politicized as ‘lesbian’ or ‘homosexual’. Pullappally 
shows that there need not be a definitive utterance or strict definitions of the same-
sex desire she shows on screen Similarly, Fire, though in English, never uses an 




Lastly, Mary Ann Doane’s concept of the masquerade and Judith Butler’s 
notion of gender performativity will be discussed especially in relation to the 
butch-femme gender roles portrayed in the films and the implications on the 
depiction of lesbianism in the respective movies. 
Mary Ann Doane draws on Joan Riviere to explain the concept of the 
masquerade. According to Riviere, “womanliness...could be assumed and worn as a 
mask, both to hide the possession of masculinity and to avert the reprisals expected 
if she was found to possess it” (quoted in Doane, 138). Doane then goes on to 
explain that “the masquerade, in flaunting femininity, holds it at a distance. 
Womanliness is a mask which can be worn or removed” (Doane, 138). The female 
masquerade then exposes the notion of womanliness as a mask, something which 
can be exposed and criticized. The masquerade then works because it produces a 
distance from the image, and femininity when worn as a mask is able to create the 
difference between the spectator and the image on screen. Sue-Ellen Case uses this 
concept of the masquerade in her seminal essay “Toward a Butch-Femme 
Aesthetic”. According to Case, “the butch is the lesbian woman who proudly 
displays the possession of the penis, while the femme takes on the compensatory 
masquerade of womanliness” (300). The masquerade in this instance works 
because “both women alter [the] masquerading subject’s function by positioning it 
between women and thus foregrounding the myths of penis and castration in the 
Freudian economy” (Case, 300). Case points out that the butch-femme are 
essentially roles that are played out, and that instead of reinforcing a heterosexual 
context, butch-femme aesthetics as masquerade expose the social construction of 




Here, it is important to introduce the notion of the simulacrum and the 
hyperreal as envisaged by Jean Baudrillard. Simulacrum means likeness or 
similarity and it can be used to describe a representation of another thing. A 
common definition of simulacrum is that it is “a copy of a copy whose relation to 
the model has become so attenuated that it can no longer properly said to be a copy. 
It stands on its own as a copy without a model [where] simulacrum is not a copy of 
the real but becomes truth in its own right” (Massumi, websource), therefore giving 
rise to the notion of hyperreal, where the copy is the real (Colebrook,101). For 
Judith Butler, heterosexuality takes on this kind of hyper-reality, where in being a 
copy of a copy, it actually has no point of origination. Heterosexuality is seen as 
the original because “the idea of an original or underlying self or essence is the 
effect of the produced masks and copies (original emphasis, Colebrook, 100).  
Judith Butler uses the same theoretical framework as Sue-Ellen Case and 
takes the notion of subversive gender role-playing a step further. For Butler, 
“gender is a kind of imitation for which there is no original” (original emphasis, 
“Gender Insubordination”, 313). Going back to Baudrillard, what she means is that 
there is no prior essence or “original” that exists for heterosexuality. In the 
imitative performance of gender role-playing in butch-femme aesthetics, 
heterosexuality is revealed as a copy of a copy. According to Butler then, 
heterosexuality always fails in its approximation of its ideal. Butler asks to 
reconsider “the homophobic charge that queens and butches and femmes are 
imitations of the heterosexual real” (“Gender Insubordination”, 313) because “if it 
were not for the notion of the homosexual as copy, there would be no construct of 
heterosexuality as origin” (original emphasis, “Gender Insubordination”, 313).  
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Using the concept of the masquerade as explicated by Doane and Case, and 
using Butler’s gender performativity, it can be argued here that the butch-femme 
roles in the movies analyzed demonstrate that “the very idea of an original 
heterosexuality is a myth...[and that] the route to change in this area is through 
repetitions that subvert dominant gender norms in the hope of destabilizing and 
displacing these regimes” (Jagger, 32-34). However, before one applauds these 
films and butch-femme aesthetics as destabilizing heterosexuality, it is important 
here to historically contextualize butch-femme roles before analyzing their social 
and political efficacy in an Indian social context.  
Butch-femme gender performativity is peculiar to the working-class lesbian 
bar culture in America and Europe in the 1940s and 1950s (Case, 300). These 
butch-femme aesthetics over time have become entrenched in traditional notions of 
performativity from which various theories have sprung up as well. The bars were 
“a vital social world for many; indeed, a visit to a gay or lesbian bar was a rite-of-
passage in the coming out process. Inside the walls of these bars an increasingly 
diversified culture of gendered and sexualized self-presentation was shaped” (glbtq 
Encyclopedia, websource). Distinctions between roles—either butch or femme—
had to be upfront, and a lesbian woman who did not fit into either of these 
categories earned sharp disapproval from her peers. Such gender roles were heavily 
invested in making a political statement of sorts at a time when the academic 
climate was rife with movements and theoretical practices of feminism. Today, 
however, some lesbian women find the butch-femme labels restricting and rigid 
and have derived variations from these labels that are more descriptive and 
inclusive and relationships are not restricted to a butch-femme model alone, 
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although for the most part it remains the dominant model on which lesbian 
relationships are based.  
In India, lesbian relationships have not been historically modelled on butch-
femme gender roles. The political climate in the 1940s was one where India was 
going through a violent partition from Pakistan during independence from the 
British. Political movements and struggles were more invested with independence 
and religious fervour. In such a climate (and even before this), homosociality 
among women has been the accepted norm of movement and socialisation. The bar 
culture has only started emerging in India in recent years, that too in urban 
conglomerates among wealthy and affluent families. It is still not deemed 
acceptable for young women to be seen in bars drinking alcohol and socialising 
with members of the opposite sex. Acceptance to homosocial relationships and 
spaces among women is given because such interactions are presumed to be non-
sexual.  For example, in Mumbai, a popular site of lesbian interaction is considered 
to be the ladies’ compartment of the local Mumbai trains that operate within the 
city (Thadani, 97). The lesbian bar-culture is then socio-historically rooted in Euro-
American origins, and when transferred to Indian films, becomes problematic. 
The films Fire, Chutney Popcorn and Girlfriend heavily invest their female 
protagonists with butch-femme roles. Returning to the point of the efficacy of 
butch-femme roles in displacing heterosexist norms and exposing the myth that 
heterosexuality is the “original” form, the films, especially Fire, Chutney Popcorn 
and Girlfriend, fail to do so. Butler says that “[i]s it not possible that lesbian 
sexuality is a process that reinscribes the power domains that it resists, that it is 
constituted in part from the very heterosexual matrix that it seeks to displace, and 
that its specificity is to be established, not outside or beyond that reinscription or 
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reiteration, but in the very modality and effects of that reinscription?” (original 
emphasis, 310). Here, she suggests that lesbianism is not wholly unique and to a 
certain extent it cannot be freed from being modelled upon heterosexuality. In the 
movies, the butch-femme roles enacted by Indian lesbians are a “harmless exotic 
spectacle for the...liberal-minded viewer” (Sullivan, 96), and the gender 
performance is more theatrical, where “there is an actor who chooses which script 
to follow and then does the acting” (Jagger, 21), invoking the idea that gender can 
be changed at will. The wearing of male garments by Sita in Fire, the liberal usage 
of language of lesbian politics such as labelling different types of dykes in Chutney 
Popcorn by Reena and the equating of transgenderedness with being butch in 
Girlfriend, all these instances point to a historical and contextual gap in deploying 
gender performance within an Indian social context.  
Also, such gender performance is in reality “invisible to the eye of all but 
those with the “right” kind of knowledge” (Sullivan, 91). A reading of gender 
performance and performativity, as well as masquerade, for subversive purposes as 
illustrated by Butler and Case presupposes an audience literate in feminist theory. 
Films that are made in the vernacular languages such as Girlfriend and 
Sancharram, although targeting a global audience, may have viewers (as the other 
films do as well) who may not even have a formal education, much less a 
background in feminist theory. Hence, Sancharram adopts a more viable strategy 
in not politicizing the lesbian relationship at all. There is no understanding of Kiran 
and Delilah’s actions as either butch-femme or even feminist. Their relationship 
remains within parameters of mutual pleasure.  
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An interview with the lesbian support group Sangini, based in New Delhi in 
India, reveals practical problems of the butch-femme model as depicted in the films 
analyzed. A member of the group explains that 
It’s not just the secrecy that makes the Indian lesbian scene 
different. The class distinctions and patriarchy that play big roles in 
Indian society impact on lesbian life. The butch/femme thing is too 
much in India. The heavy influence of hetero living patterns can 
distort lesbian relationships. Women cut their breasts off for their 
girlfriends. People do daft things for their girlfriends. They want to 
think they’re with a man, but obviously it’s not very convincing. 
You need a background in feminist issues to get over that pattern. 
Growing up in India, your role models are your family, so when you 
get attracted to women you either think that she’s a man or that you 
are. (Diva, websource) 
 
The quote above shows that “for a self-identified Indian lesbian...the only 
framework available to relate to is one which has emerged from the Western 
movement for lesbian and gay liberation” (Thadani, 123). It not only shows the 
denial and silencing of Indian histories of alternative sexualities (refer to 
Introduction, 15-19, and Chapter Two, 58), but also shows the shortcomings of 
Butler’s model of gender performance and performativity. Butch-femme aesthetics 
in this instance—in the movies as well as in the quote above—show the 
“limitations of working within existing frameworks...This can, and all too often 
does, result in co-option to existing power relations and regulatory ideals rather 
than actually challenging them or their basic premises” (Jagger, 105). The practical 
applicability of Butler’s gender performance as subversive is abstract in nature, and 
a sophisticated reading by the audience of butch-femme aesthetics in the films 
analyzed requires a basic understanding of feminist issues. Furthermore, Butler 
says in her essay “Gender is Burning: Questions of Appropriation and Subversion” 
that the documentary film Paris is Burning “calls into question whether parodying 
the dominant norms is enough to displace them; indeed, whether the 
102 
 
denaturalization of gender cannot be the very vehicle for a reconsolidation of 
hegemonic norms” (338). This can be applied to the films in question here as well. 
Therefore, although Butler posits a kind of ambivalence with regards to 
reinforcement and denaturalization of gender norms simultaneously, and even if the 
butch-femme gender roles in these films are read as having subversive potential, it 
is a subversion that is only temporary—that is as long as the film lasts on screen—
and ultimately even futile because an actual disruption in hegemonic 
heteropatriarchal norms and laws does not take place. 
Butler’s emphasis on performance and performativity ignores the role of the 
material body in producing a concrete identity, especially where lesbian women are 
concerned. For example, Gill Jagger says that “the body also exerts a ‘brute force’ 
that is inescapable in terms of pain, incapacity and physical atrophy; and this sets a 
limit to the process of construction that is not accounted for in Butler’s theory of 
performativity” (81). This has important implications especially in the butch-
femme scenario played out on the screen for viewers. The bodies of these “lesbian” 
women on screen (they are actors acting out a script) are co-opted into the 
heteronormative gaze because both the butches as well as the femmes are governed 
by commodity aesthetics. Furthermore, when considering the lesbian body in 
relation to patriarchal heterosexual discourses, certain stereotypes become 
prevalent, for example that of the tomboy and the stereotype that the lesbian is 
really a man trapped in a woman’s body (Girlfriend).  
This chapter has contextualized the close-readings of the seven films within 
a theoretical framework using a combination of feminist film theory and queer 
theory. Through the lens of feminist film theory and queer theory, a broad spectrum 
of issues have emerged—questions pertaining to representation, the role of media 
103 
 
and political groups in power and how they represent lesbian culture in India in 
relation to that power, the history of sexuality and race and the efficacy of gender 
performance and performativity. Within these issues, other implicit questions are 
interwoven. For example, the ethics and politics of representation, where a certain 
ambiguity lies between the “right” and “wrong” way of representing a particular 
lesbian culture. The issue of lesbianism itself has come under scrutiny in this 
chapter where it necessarily cannot be represented entirely outside of hegemonic 
cultural and societal constraints. The films attempt an engagement with ‘Western’ 
and ‘Eastern’ models, but are not successfully able to oscillate between the two. 
The film directors’ obligation and responsibility in representing such an issue is 
also riddled with complexity because of other issues such as stereotyping and 
cultural essentialism. Dominant cinematic codes are used in these movies with 
regards to voyeurism and viewing, and the representation of lesbianism is always 
entangled within these dominant conventions. It is important to note here that my 
position as a researcher is implicated in the questions above, especially that of 
representation and privilege. While not attempting to speak for any particular 
group, it is important that the workings of the heteronormative regime be exposed 
and resisted because dominant representations, especially in the films, are both 
produced and consumed within the parameters of heteronormativity. Such 
representations leave little space for female spectators—queer or otherwise—to 
resist the hegemonic power structures in place. The scope for changing such a 
situation, at present, has to emerge from within the matrix of the heteronormative 
regime and not outside of it by targeting misrepresentations as well as addressing 
notions of responsibility. 
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On a side note about stereotypes, the social world needs to be categorized in 
order to understand and interact with it. Stereotypes about ideas, things and people 
can sometimes be quite useful because they allow us to condense information and 
provide explanations that most people may be happy to accept. The general level of 
consensus then leads to a high degree of confidence that a particular viewpoint 
about something or someone is the ‘truth’. However, stereotyping then ignores the 
variability within a group of people, and cultural absolutism and ethnocentricism of 
stereotypes can make them false (Hinton, 4). Thus, in the movies, certain 
stereotypes of gay characters such as Bobbi as a drag queen in Nina’s Heavenly 
Delights is a stereotype that does offer a quick and easy common understanding of 
gay/homosexual male characters, but the stereotype is still a form of assumption 
that gay characters are naturally flamboyant and colourful. It is important to note 
that the commercial structure of mass media imposes certain limitations for 
representing certain characters, for example directors may shy away from offering 
an alternate portrayal of gay characters for fear of offending sponsors, advertisers 







This thesis has argued that the portrayal of lesbian women in transnational 
and Bollywood films serve to reinforce negative stereotypes associated with the 
issue of lesbianism within the conservative Indian societal norm. The regional 
Malayalam film Sancharram or The Journey on the other hand provides an 
alternative framework which is successfully able to portray lesbianism in a more 
positive light than the transnational and Bollywood films, thereby localising its 
portrayals to the Indian social context. The Malayalam film negotiates the tensions 
between a generally homophobic Indian society, western constructs of 
homosexuality which are portrayed in the transnational and Bollywood films, and a 
more positive portrayal of lesbians in India.  
The introductory chapter of this thesis has outlined the theoretical 
framework of queer theory to analyse and do a close-reading of the seven films in 
the next two chapters. It also outlined a brief history if lesbianism in India and the 
current status of homosexuality in India. 
Chapter One dealt with a close-reading of the five transnational films. 
These films, at one level, attempt to handle the issue of lesbianism in a manner that 
would be acceptable to Indian audiences as well as a more global audience. 
However, when analysed in greater depth, these films portray lesbian women 
within them in a manner that reinforces negative stereotypes associated with 
lesbianism within the conservative Indian societal norm. 
Chapter Two dealt with a close-reading of the Bollywood and regional 
films. The Bollywood film, Girlfriend, when compared to the five transnational 
films in the previous chapter, shows that it works on the same line as the 
transnational films in espousing the dominant ideology of heteronormativity and 
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rendering homosexuality as a western import that taints the Indian culture. The 
regional film, Sancharram, however, is able to portray lesbianism in a more 
positive light and is able to localise the issue to the Indian social context, 
negotiating tensions between western constructs of homosexuality and a 
homophobic Indian society. 
Chapter Three contextualized the close-readings of the seven films within a 
theoretical framework using a combination of feminist film theory and queer 
theory. It brings together issues and themes that surfaced in the previous two 
chapters: the male gaze, cinema portraying an ideological view of reality, racial 
differences, the history of sexuality, generic differences between the seven films 
and the resultant impact on the depiction of lesbianism, and performativity.  
It has to be noted that although the transnational films and the Bollywood 
film espouse negative stereotypes of lesbianism, there has been a subtle 
progression over the years in the depiction of lesbian women on screen. This is 
especially seen in the transnational films. From the year 1996 when the first Indian 
lesbian film Fire was made, to the year 2008 when I Can’t Think Straight and The 
World Unseen were made, the depictions of Indian lesbian women are bent slightly 
towards a more positive characterisation. However, certain negative stereotypes are 
nonetheless reified in these movies and these serve to nullify the positive aspects 
that are shown subtly in the movies. 
The main thrust of this thesis has been the representational aspect, and it 
becomes important to highlight that a ‘right’ representation (of lesbians in Indian 
films) cannot be achieved in a straightforward manner. According to Karen 
Gabriel, “[r]epresentation…is not an open-ended field, but one that is governed by 
laws and gender regimes [and particularly] cinematic representation is also 
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moderated by social and customary rules, as well as by regulations like censorship 
laws. All of these supply and apply to the fields of sexuality, pleasure and (their) 
cinematic representation in which signs are assembled towards a larger economy of 
meaning” (149). In light of this quote, representations are then socially regulated 
especially when matters of sexuality are the central focus of the film(s) and such 
issues are positioned as contrary to the status quo. The investment in a heterosexual 
status quo (although not overtly at the first glance) becomes apparent when sexual 
tensions and anxieties are handled in the films analyzed in this thesis. 
On the same note, because the emphasis is on representations, the way these 
representations are seen and perceived is also important. ‘Seeing’, or the gaze, has 
to be an ethical act that accommodates ‘otherness’—that which is conceived to be 
contrary to the status quo. Having said that, it is important to recognize that ways 
of seeing are rooted in cultural backgrounds and cultural perceptions. Thus, there 
cannot be a homogeneous and unified ‘queer’ or even a lesbian gaze. It might then 
be useful to deploy Sumita Chakravarty’s notion of the ‘gaze-in-crisis’. 
Chakravarty defines the ‘gaze-in-crisis’ as “neither simply male nor female [but] a 
differential gaze that the cinematic image simultaneously destabilizes and 
appropriates” (quoted in Gehlawat, 94). Therefore, a possible future strategy would 
be to work towards a representation of lesbians in Indian films that enact the notion 
of the ‘gaze-in-crisis’ even while working within a hegemonic heteropatriarchal 
structure. 
The analyses of the seven films in this thesis are contextualized within 
queer theory and feminist film theory. It has to be kept in mind that no one 
theoretical model is sufficient in itself to provide an adequate framework to situate 
the films. Hence, it is entirely possible that a different theoretical approach may 
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yield different conclusions and results. This is reflective of the notion that texts are 
polysemic and therefore, it is possible to have more than one interpretation or 
reading of the text. However, for the purposes of this thesis, the theoretical 
framework has been narrowed down to queer theory and feminist film theory to 
focus on how the depiction of lesbianism in the films reinforces negative 
stereotypes. 
One limitation that this study has faced is that in focusing on how the issue 
of lesbianism is represented in the movies, other aspects of the films have not been 
analyzed in greater depth and detail. For example, family politics, ‘queer’ male 
characters and the aesthetic feel of the movies are some aspects which have not 
been delved into because of the focus of the topic on lesbianism specifically. 
Another limitation is that the views of the female protagonists who act as lesbians 
of Indian origin in these films were unavailable. It would have greatly enhanced the 
study if the views of the female cast could have complemented the views given by 
the directors of the movies discussed in Chapter Three. Such views could have 
inflected questions which clarify whether the actors themselves consciously 
employ strategies which distance them from the issue of lesbianism, and how they 
think they would be viewed by the audience when they play the role of a lesbian, 
and to what extent this role would affect their popularity. 
On a final concluding note, the transnational and Bollywood films present 
viewers with a seemingly progressive political position with regards to lesbianism. 
However, the representations put forth in these movies reinforce reductive and 
simplistic stereotypes associated with lesbianism in an Indian societal context. The 
Malayalam movie Sancharram offers its Indian female ‘queer’ audience more 
plausible positions to identify with, where a certain kind of ‘dialogue’ is able to 
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take place between lesbianism and Indian culture. Lesbianism within Indian films 
has yet to fully realise its radical political potential in all its aspects, be it race, class 
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